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Abstract 
This thesis critically examines how students enrolled in state-funded schools can be  
‘put at’ a disadvantage. I do this through examining two techniques of exclusion that 
stimulate student disconnection from school: first, the ways in which standards-based 
and performativity-driven learning outcomes are implemented to shape how student 
success is determined. Secondly, I examine how discourses around power control 
curriculum and student identity instil monological learning structures that normalises 
standards-based learning outcomes. 
Challenging this, I allow the voices of my co-researchers, the students in my thesis, to 
speak back to confront these school-based policies that allow disconnection to occur. 
Examining school policy and student voice at the point where they intersect allowed 
me to undertake an evaluation of how schools adversely affect students, and what 
students say they want from their experience of schooling. 
The final theme I develop is based on student and agency worker voice and what they 
say school-based learning should become. Relational learning and learning that 
develops students ethically emerged as fundamental strengths of what enriching 
learning transactions should look like. I argue that creating relational learning spaces 
develop challenging environments that can lead students to ethically understand their 
identity within complex social and cultural lifestyles. I argue that the ways in which 
schools are organised to administer time and space must be radically overhauled if 
this is to be achieved.  
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This thesis is a critical ethnographic study of a regional town in the state of Victoria 
called Main Lead (a pseudonym).  Students from two large secondary colleges and 
two alternative programs within Main Lead were interviewed. The location was 
significant as the colleges and alternative programs within this town are closely 
linked. This allowed me to understand some of the tensions that were at play between 
all institutions when decisions were made to disengage students, and the sometimes 
haphazard and arbitrary ways that this was allowed to happen. 
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CHAPTER	  ONE	  –	  MY	  RESEARCH	  PROJECT:	  A	  PERSONAL	  
PERSPECTIVE.	  	  
 
This is the first chapter and I want to explain how I got to be where I am now. This 
will necessarily involve a rendering of my understanding of what I have experienced 
personally and professionally in education. It will also give a glimpse into what the 
local education landscape looks like for me as a former public servant and 
Department of Education and Early Childhood Development employee. In this 
chapter, I want to clarify how I see the causes of disruption, marginalisation, and 
dislocation from learning that have arisen for students put at a disadvantage. Every 
day, I see students who are excluded from Victorian Government schools in my work 
life as a bureaucrat.  
Throughout my thesis I will be exposing my biographical narrative. It will suggest 
how my life as a student in an alternative school, my life as an education department 
bureaucrat and my emerging development as a critical researcher have intersected. 
There is no separating these rites of passage; they emerge within my thesis as they are 
entwined together. They are inseparable. They form a part of the emerging story that I 
am telling. 
My thesis is formatted around socially aware critical research. I am as much a part of 
this research as are my research collaborators. As such, what I have to say and how I 
choose to involve myself is as important as the views of my participants. I believe 
there is a balance here, a natural and honest synergy that links my research with the 
events in my life that I discuss later in this chapter and what my research collaborators 
have to say. I foreground this here, as it is a ‘Part of the contract, for critically framed 
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research, is an acceptance of the historically embedded roles of the researcher, 
research methodology, and research account and the disclosure of the interests, 
subjectivity, and non-neutral nature of the relations between producer, process, and 
product which exists in any research’ (Smyth and Shacklock, 1998, p.7). 
My voice in my thesis emerges from being allowed to develop socially and mentally 
in an alternative school at a time when academic and outcomes-driven success in 
schools was considered the only way to learn. Given space and time, I saw a different 
view of education emerge before my eyes. 
In this chapter I will also foreground my personal and professional meditations as 
they impact on my work life. In doing this, I want to confirm my reasons for co-
locating this research project as evolving simultaneously from my career interests and 
my personal involvement in education.  
In my daily work life I continually monitor and interact with schools that are engaged 
in exclusionary practices. For me, these observations are a dramatic contrast with a 
progressive education experiment I experienced as a student in the early 1970’s in 
Melbourne-an experiment that embraced inclusion as crucial to the learning 
partnership.  
In many respects education is not difficult to define; for me, and put quite simply, it is 
a shared practice that develops between a teacher and student that oversees continuing 
individual learning development along an agreed trajectory. Yet transforming learning 
in schools away from practices that exclude students, to providing a curriculum that is 
relevant, and meaningful and inclusive, is challenging, and hard to achieve.  This is 
why research that is unique, daring, dynamic, alive, and multidimensional is required 
so as to understand the ways in which educational lives are lived. Furthermore, 
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research that is compassionate and advocatory, seeks to make visible an individual’s 
own needs, wants and desires. This is the most influential, and authentic task that I 
can pursue in educational research. It is research of this kind that continually seeks to 
challenge failing policies and build alternative non-exploitative learning scenarios to 
supplant more dominant ones. Along this nonstandard research trajectory, I will begin 
to uncover the intelligent, creative and original voices of the educationally excluded.  
I will conclude this chapter with my research question. This will underline my reasons 
for arguing why research of this kind is necessary to uncover the ways in which 
exclusion has become a common response to difficult, atypical or exceptional student 
behaviour. Schools are responding to the anxiety they experience around students of 
this kind by removing the student, rather than dealing with the issue that is causing 
difficult-to-manage student conduct to occur. The following three sections will cast 
some light on my personal journey, and in some ways, begin to explain why 
inclusionary schooling means so much to me.  
Why	  I	  am	  here:	  why	  this	  research	  is	  necessary	  to	  me.	  	  
 
My personal story commences with the beginning of my parents’ lives. Both of my 
parents were adopted, and their early experiences of life make me shudder: the reality 
of their lives was steeped in unfair cruelty, and unwanted racism. My father was a 
ward of the state, he was placed in a home where he was kept in a chicken shed until 
he was five years old. He was befriended by another ward of the state who lived in the 
home and he gave my father an empty cigar box as a gift. This was the first act of 
friendship and compassion my father experienced. Soon after, he was moved into the 
house and given a bed in a shared bedroom. To this day, the family of my father’s 
first friend are my extended, yet adopted family. My mother was born and given up 
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for adoption. At three months old she was adopted by a Maori man and his Australian 
wife. My mother enjoyed the love and protection of her adoptive father, yet the 
extended family referred to my mother simply as ‘the nigger’. This insult was 
repeated throughout her school life. My parents’ formative early lives were 
transformed and defined by these two acts: the gift of an empty cigar box and the 
protection of an adoptive father. These two acts of inclusion enabled them to lead 
lives that they considered happy and worthy, and that is what counts.  
Where	  I	  fit	  in.	  	  
 
I was aware that the world was not strictly an Anglo Saxon location in the suburb of 
Brunswick where I grew up. This industrial suburb in Melbourne where I was born 
comprised a hybrid world of Italian, Lebanese, Greek and Scandinavian migrants. In 
this pluralistic environment, I considered myself someone who fitted in perfectly. I 
had no real idea of where I came from, because of my limited knowledge of my 
heritage converged from my two adopted parents. I considered myself fortunate as I 
fitted in as someone who could identify difference as something distinctive and 
unique. I also had a mother who was dark and looked different and had experienced 
racist abuse as a younger person. This also raised questions for me. As an adult living 
in multicultural Brunswick she was often asked for help by non-English speaking 
migrants who thought she was Greek, Italian or Lebanese when she went out 
shopping. For her, this meant she did not have to undergo any negative or insulting 
comments deriving from the colour of her skin. My early involvement with 
multicultural friendships in Brunswick tended to disperse any questions about my 
own ethnicity, but it did obscure the bigger question that I had, and this concerned the 
origins of my mother’s ethnicity. This question ultimately deepened my need to 
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understand my own heritage. The standard answer I gave when questioned about my 
mother was she was a Maori; she was raised within a Maori family when she was 
adopted. I have since discovered that she derived from Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander heritage. My family’s cultural and social nonconformity, and my early 
experiences of diversity in the community that I grew up in, gained sharper focus 
through my school learning experiences that took the form of personalised and 
community-based approaches to education. I enrolled as a student at Sydney Road 
Community School, a small alternative government school in Brunswick. It was there 
that I formed a belief that a diverse community can draw strength from its 
multicultural heritage. This experience was an endorsement of how diversified and 
complex lives can provide a depth of understanding around mutually shared 
experiences. For me, this early experience of schooling created a familiarity and an 
intuition of what a real, inclusive community could be. This was democratically 
initiated and school-based inclusion. It created a strong, varied, rich and diverse 
community that could live with itself.  
A	  small	  school	  in	  Brunswick:	  this	  is	  where	  my	  story	  begins.	  	  
 
When I reached secondary school age, I attended Sydney Road Community School, a 
small government funded community school. The school was originally located in a 
former Jewish school building in North Carlton, a suburb in Melbourne. Six months 
after it started the campus was permanently located in an old church hall in Sydney 
Road Brunswick. I wanted to attend this school as I was acutely aware of the school’s 
willingness to provide learning opportunities that reflected the community we lived 
in, and where we could indulge in learning that related to our lives.  
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It was at Sydney Road Community School in the early 1970s that I gained the 
beginnings of some capacity to think hesitantly about who I was as a person. This 
early initiation led me to question my own experiences in the middle of a working 
class suburb. Sydney Road Community School was a social and learning experiment 
that was structured around the general studies learning theme that had commenced at 
Moreland High School, itself an unconventional school, in the first four years of my 
educational experience. For me, this started a learning trajectory that would never 
include an education in a traditional high school environment.  
Looking back on it now, this experience was invaluable to me as it influenced some 
of the more abstract, complex and enigmatic learning experiences that I had 
encountered earlier at Moreland High School. We engaged in some exceptional and 
daring learning experiences that I must say exhilarated us as students. One of my 
earliest learning experiences involved inventing a language. We could take as long as 
we cared to on self-managing this learning task, provided we were able to document 
the time we had spent developing new ways to communicate.  
I have spent some time reflecting on these early experiences, and how thirty-seven 
years later, my research project corresponds to my early experiences of school. I can 
see now how these experiences have contributed powerfully to my current research 
perspective. They are both framed around the issues of educational inclusion and 
exclusion. The inclusionary experiences I had as a student, and the exclusionary 
experiences I now deal with professionally are those which concern me most 
profoundly. This is the challenge that emerges for me in this research project. This 
challenge is significant and it specifically foregrounds how discourses around power 
dominate how time and space is used within schools, and these are represented in the 
ways in which timetables and classrooms are organised. My thesis is all about finding 
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ways in which to supplant learning that is organized through fatiguing participants 
into conforming, or excluding them from their right to access state government 
funded education.  
In the following section, I intend to draw on my early experiences of learning in a 
multicultural and inclusionary learning environment. I want to show how my own 
educational experiences have shaped my role as a bureaucrat with the Department of 
Education and Early Childhood Development.  
Employment	  and	  research-­complex	  partners.	  	  
 
Since 1984 I had worked in a range of schools across the state of Victoria. When I 
started teaching, I naively thought schools were similar to the school I had attended; 
Sydney Road Community School. I was profoundly mistaken. The schools I 
invariably worked in were environments that had little to do with learning, yet 
everything to do with controlling young lives. I became determined to change this in 
some small ways, as these controlling environments impacted on how students could 
access their right to a state-funded education. I decided I wanted to attempt to shift 
some policy directions, if I could. 
In 2004, I commenced my first non-teaching role within the Department of Education 
and Early Childhood Development. My principal responsibility was to investigate and 
design learning programs for students who had been excluded from school, or were 
unwilling to attend school. Progressing along this pathway, I learned some lessons 
which I will impart in what follows. Prior to commencing in this new position, the 
Main Lead Regional Office, a regionally located division within the Department of 
Education and Early Childhood Development, had identified six hundred students not 
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in school, or in any form of learning. Armed with this information, my new role 
within the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development was to design 
some learning options that could engage some of these students.  
One of my first tasks was to arrange to meet with the local secondary college 
principals group, and the coordinator of a local youth advocacy group. From these 
initial contacts, I moved to ascertain and gauge how far each group was prepared to 
go, to establish learning programs that were specifically designed for locally excluded 
students. The local youth advocacy group concluded that they were able to provide a 
program for excluded young people for $180,000 per year. The principals group 
decided that this was far too much to pay, and they could not afford this amount of 
money ‘leaking’ from their school budgets.  
This was my first lesson in the local politics of exclusion. I discovered that for 
schools, non-conforming students were not worth investing in, and I began to 
understand that schools appeared to be unwilling to accept the current context of how 
student lives were being lived. This was a difficult and disappointing outcome. After 
this initial disappointment, I re-established contact with a teacher who had established 
a reputation for a willingness to work outside of the traditional, mainstream school 
system. Through further negotiations with the principal group I established that they 
were willing, albeit reluctantly, to part with $5,000 per student, per year, to fund their 
non-conforming students in an out-of-school education program that effectively 
removed them from the school premises. The $5,000 cash commitment came from the 
Student Resource Package funding budget-a notional cash component available to 
schools for each student enrolled in the state education system in Victoria.  
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It became instantly clear to me, how this was not an investment in the students 
learning and wellbeing, and hence my second lesson in the local politics of exclusion 
was learnt. The Student Resource Package funding that was reluctantly released to the 
program was not considered by schools to be an investment in the students’ 
wellbeing; it was a security payment to guarantee, as far as possible, that disruptive 
students were kept away from schools.  
The program that was funded became known as the FLIP program, or Flexible 
Learning, Individual Pathways. The program operated with one teacher, a series of 
volunteers, and one poorly paid teacher aide. It was located in a former Civic Hall in a 
regional town I shall call Main Lead, in the Bingo centre. This expansive space was 
cold, dark, bleak and sinister. The staff and students corralled off the stage area, and 
for resources, organised a collection of borrowed and unwanted furniture, recycled 
computers and donated books.  
The students who enrolled in the FLIP program were the usual suspects schools found 
profoundly disturbing to engage with positively. They hated the classroom, they 
spoke back, and they wanted to use their hands. Students like this did not ‘get’ school. 
The FLIP program existed in an uncomfortable space for schools, so schools were 
reluctant to meet with FLIP staff to discuss student issues. It slowly and painfully 
became apparent to me that school staff who were taken out of their school to meet 
with excluded students found that this act conflicted with what they considered the 
real issues of dealing with real students back in the real school. The body language 
and mixed messages by school staff told me that FLIP was a dumping ground for 
students who did not fit. Lesson number three was that whilst schools want to be 
inclusive on their terms, with programs like FLIP, they had invested in a deficit model 
of learning.  
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Since its inception, the FLIP program has undergone several versions of re-branding 
to the point where it has now been incorporated into a local Ballarat primary to year 8 
College and is now known as Humffray Engagement (a pseudonym). This campus is 
located in a former primary school that has received a Federal Government 
refurbishment grant. The new campus opened in term three 2010 in a particularly 
healthy state. My coordinating role in the development of the Hummffray 
Engagement program ended with the appointment of several full-time teachers to 
administer the program.  
The second attempt at initiating what might be considered an ‘insurgent solution’, 
(Smyth, Foley, & McDonald, 2008) in educationally difficult times and contexts was 
an alternative program that functions away from mainstream schools, yet utilises the 
resources that are available to all enrolled students in the state education system. This 
program commenced from a conversation that took place in the doorway of my 
manager’s office. We had discussed and analysed the feasibility of implementing a 
program that was based on an outreach-teaching model operating in Mandurah, 
Western Australia. In this conversation, there were many ‘what if’ type questions that 
we discussed. Our deliberations from this meeting were that we needed to initiate a 
program that met the demonstrated needs of students, rather than what schools 
required of students. The original idea was to engage 20 students, and enrol them in a 
local Secondary College. Enrolments such as these, where students are enrolled in a 
school, but do not attend, gave this new program, named Southern Cross Learning (a 
pseudonym), $100,000 provided from the Student Resource Package funding to 
employ a teacher to coordinate the program. To achieve this, we enlisted a local 
Secondary College to enrol the students and to employ the teacher. The College 
agreed to this, providing that the 20 students did not physically attend any classes at 
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the College. Local welfare agencies were contacted to seek the names of students not 
in school, who might enrol in this program, if they wished. Next we advertised for a 
teacher based on the formula we believed could work, involving 20 student 
enrolments to generate a $100,000 budget to successfully fund the program. It was at 
this time that we decided to locate Southern Cross Learning in the Main Lead 
Learning Exchange (a pseudonym). The Main Lead Learning Exchange was in an 
uncertain early stage of development as a learning space. The Exchange comprised 
information communications technology rooms and facilities, a multipurpose studio, 
and general classrooms. We considered it to be the ideal location to accommodate a 
program that re-engaged students along what was emerging for me, as a relational 
education program. The physical facilities of the Main Lead Learning Exchange was 
conceived as a five million dollar election promise from the Victorian state-based 
Australian Labour Party, to be funded if the Labour Party assumed power in the 1999 
state election.  
For me, lesson number four was glaringly apparent. It seemed that it was possible to 
develop, and initiate a learning model that is relational, that listens to the needs of 
individuals, and that acknowledges them as learners in vastly different ways. It was 
also possible to recruit staff that ‘get it’. The apparent success of such a program was 
revealed later in the same year when student enrolments reached sixty, and three 
additional staff were employed. Southern Cross Learning enrolments grew the 
following year to 120 students and to 210 students the following year. The Southern 
Cross staffing profile is now 15, and is divided evenly between teaching and non-
teaching wellbeing staff.  
The educational philosophy that underpinned the initial design of Southern Cross 
Learning was based on an appointment schedule, where students met with their 
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teachers to discuss, negotiate and create a learning program. This became their 
personalised learning plan, and one that students constructed jointly with their teacher 
to meet their learning needs. This personalised appointment schedule needed to grow 
to become their personalised curriculum, and this in turn needed to be documented so 
that what students had achieved could be assessed in sympathetic and genuine ways. 
As the numbers in the program grew, it was necessary to include a number of 
vocational, creative, and interest-based electives that could be undertaken in the 
community so that students could experience a sense of worth in a community-
inspired learning setting. This was our early attempt to manipulate or bring into 
existence what an inclusive school culture might look like and we hoped through this 
to demonstrate to the schools from where these students had come, how a relational 
learning model could meet the needs of all students.  
The high numbers of students who were accessing the Southern Cross Learning 
program demanded that some changes be made within the program. Leadership issues 
also emerged within the program which meant that Southern Cross Learning structure 
is now modelled around what the program requires to function as an organization. 
However, this development means that the structure as it now exists is not necessarily 
compatible with student needs. Southern Cross Learning remains a program for 
students who are not adapted to mainstream school, and it has become a program that 
sees itself as rehabilitating students back into mainstream school. This means it no 
longer sees its primary educational purpose as providing a distinctive, stand-alone 
program that implements negotiated and self-directed learning based exclusively on 
the learning needs of the student.  
I am now engaged directly in another work-related position that causes me a great 
deal of angst. I am responsible for managing student placement in the Reference 
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Group. The Reference Group is where Assistant Principals meet monthly to discuss 
and debate the transfer of disruptive students into and out of schools, and into 
alternative learning programs. These meetings promote a sense of heightened unease 
for schools, as they fear they may be allocated students who they do not want to enrol, 
and who may have been excluded from another school. The Reference Group process 
is meant to be collegiate, which is taken to mean that schools are expected to support 
the transition of students from one school into another, if the relationship in the home 
school has broken down totally.  
What emerges at these meetings however, is that schools only reluctantly enrol 
students after some pressure is placed on them by the Reference Group to accept the 
enrolment. Schools are inclined to want to move students into programs such as 
Southern Cross Learning and Humffray Engagement as a preferred pathway for 
difficult to manage students. Schools choose this pathway rather than deal with the 
issues that students present with at school. This promotes deficit based, and 
exclusionary mentalities within schools, and it further promotes an education system 
where student behaviours that are easy to understand are the ones that are tolerated 
and considered to be ‘normal’.  
The emergence of Southern Cross Learning and Humffray Engagement has created a 
parallel school system in Main Lead. It means that students referred to the Reference 
Group can be referred into either one of these alternative programs. Transferring 
students in this way does not involve considering whether the setting is the best one 
for the student. For me, this meant that lesson number four in a sense was being de-
formatted, while lesson number one was being re-formatted. I once again learned that 
schools do not function as they wish even in these allegedly self-managing times 
(Smyth, 1995, 2011) if the operating premise is seriously compromised by non-
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conformist behaviour. Student initiated challenges to the authority of the classroom 
are met with mechanisms that schools deploy to guard the values that they wish to 
maintain. The exclusionary tactics that schools utilize remain as a basic operating 
premise of these schools. They achieve this aim by keeping students under 
surveillance at all times to allegedly safeguard what have been installed as the values 
the school aspires to uphold. This comes at the expense of providing a more inclusive 
curriculum around what students are saying they want.  
In my daily work life, I observe how schools are reluctant to accept student transfers 
from other schools through the Reference Group, or through parent requests, or for a 
fresh start for a student in another school. I see how schools maintain their 
exclusionary outlook by hoarding their allocated share of student enrolments, and 
their funding entitlement. This means these schools refuse to manage unruly student 
behaviour in creative ways, and that when unruly student behaviour disrupts the 
school, they contact central office to have these students removed. This occurs when 
student conduct does not comply with the school’s understanding of what they 
consider to be normal. These continuing examples of fixed exclusionary practice have 
led me to investigate another form of learning that places much less emphasis on 
school-based control.  
Lesson number five has taken the form of requiring me to contemplate how 
community-based learning programs might be adaptable, active and relational in the 
way they are constructed. For me, this takes the form of investigating the City 
Curriculum learning model (Wolverhampton City Council, 2010). The origins of this 
program were initially discussed at a meeting organized by the Department of 
Education and Early Childhood Development in Melbourne in 2010. At this meeting, 
representatives from the City of Wolverhampton in the United Kingdom explained 
15	  	  
how their local high schools are mandated to provide a curriculum that enables 
students to select electives provided by the community and the local council, as well 
as schools. I began to think of ways in which such a program might involve students 
in their community in a location like main Lead. The question was how to implement 
a program such as a City Curriculum that speaks back to the territorial nature of 
schools that closely guard their enrolments and funding.  
The territorial nature of schools is evident in the stand-alone and fortified way they 
defend their enrolments as assets. This means schools discreetly find ways in which to 
apply exclusionary practices to students who they do not consider to be assets. These 
exclusionary practices occur when student conduct is poorly understood. The 
development of the City Curriculum, on the other hand, starts from the premise that 
the local community can become a curriculum in itself, and that many layers of 
participation may be explored through various learning perspectives. A central feature 
of the City Curriculum learning model is that it is expected to make visible ways in 
which learning can become more responsive to emerging student identities. The City 
Curriculum operates under a set of shared and equitable protocols that are formulated 
in the interest of student learning. Community styled learning programs such as this 
can provide innovative, original and extended learning opportunities that are self-
directed and self-managed by students in the interests of their own learning and 
development.  
What makes the City Curriculum learning model authentic is that it is derived from 
community participation and it immerses students in hands-on and inquiry-based 
learning to create meaningful, student designed projects initiated by students. These 
tasks may be artistic, functional or just fun. Curriculum of this type invests in ways in 
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which forms of civic pride and respect cannot be standardised, measured, or taught in 
a classroom, or benchmarked.  
For schools, inclusiveness must represent an acknowledgement that what is essential 
to the community and to young people themselves, does matter. This may not 
necessarily be appealing to the ways in which schools currently operate; yet bridging 
this gap towards more inclusive learning, indicates a preparedness on the part of 
schools to operate expansively and to accommodate diversity as an asset, rather than 
treating it as something to be excluded from school.  
Investing in learning of this kind moves schools closer to the community. It begins to 
foreground ways in which schools can appreciate the complexity and complications 
that are evident in student lives. Schools must invest in ways that overcome their 
attempts to prevent students’ often intense and always insightful lives from being 
misunderstood in schools. Engaging with young people in this way may validate ways 
in which forms of community-based learning that are accommodating of complexity 
and intrigue, can become more sustainable.  
What I have attempted to draw out here are the similarities between the significant 
elements of my life story so far and how they have influenced my employment 
history. I want to explain this so that it acknowledges my research ‘is an interactive 
process shaped by his or her personal history, biography, gender, social class, race 
and ethnicity, and those of all the people in the setting’. (Denzin and Lincoln, 1998, p. 
4).  
In this section I have attempted to draw out the lessons I have learnt in the ways in 
which schools respond to the exclusion of students. To summarise these lessons, I 
have learnt that for schools not to place students at a disadvantage requires of them 
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the capacity to unconditionally accept the diversity of student backgrounds and 
lifestyles. Inclusion therefore means schools must focus their attentions on these 
students around their needs as learners and develop curriculum protocols that respond 
positively and favourably to their academic and social development through broadly 
casting light over their uniqueness as individual students. I have also learnt that 
communities and individuals need to become educational activists and agitate for 
equality in the ways that students are valued. I have learnt that if these lessons are not 
seriously considered, then schools will opt to find ways to treat students as deficits 
and manoeuvre them out of their schools. 
In the next two sections I want to begin to explore what exclusion means to me, and 
how discourses around power are exercised to legitimise how exclusionary practices 
are implemented within schools. For students who do not do as they are told, and who 
refuse to be spoken down to, and who fail to connect to a curriculum, these practices 
do not reflect the reality of their lives, and they are marginalized and excluded.  
Before I move on to this, I wish to briefly discuss what I mean when I claim that 
students are placed at a disadvantage. Students who become marginalised and 
excluded are placed at a disadvantage within mainstream schools for a range of 
reasons. These include first, a refusal to seriously consider as legitimate, the indices 
by which schools judge students. These are the standardised outcomes that reflect 
how students are ranked in order, according to how well they perform in testing 
regimes that assess how compliant they have become. Secondly, students have 
contemporary and complex lives. How they communicate, how they interact and how 
their lifestyles are entwined in extended family and friendship arrangements that are 
compounded by the hyper-reality of social media, are not considered legitimate by 
schools. Schools react to the immediacy of student diversity by insinuating a coded 
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and judgemental system that ranks how they perceive students against the values they 
wish to instil. Thirdly, some students come to school with issues and problems that 
schools should assist with, and not judge. They are quite simply living in situations 
whereby they have been removed from their families, where they are considered to be 
home mobile or where their behaviour is such that they pose either a threat to others 
or a risk to themselves. It is unfortunate that the disadvantage these students are 
placed in means that they are used as an example to other students about the 
behaviour schools expect of their students. Their issues remain intact and they are 
excluded as a warning and as an indication that schools are unwilling to intervene 
positively in their lives. 
How	  school	  curriculum	  is	  being	  increasingly	  colonised	  by	  power.	  	  
 
In this part of my opening chapter I want to acknowledge my frustrations with how 
students are alienated, and placed at a disadvantage by the systemic failure of schools 
to acknowledge, how power operates within schools. Power works in insidious ways 
within schools, and it works to suppress the personal development of students who 
refuse to comply. I intend to expose the ways in which teachers who are better able to 
advocate for students, are reduced to gatekeepers within schools, to sift and trawl 
through their students’ lives, creating value judgments around a students' capacity to 
contribute to the economic wellbeing of their community. This is occurring at the 
expense of students’ personal growth, identity formation, and aspirations for their 
futures. This is something that I want to explore in some depth. I seek to understand 
the relational, and the ethical capacity schools should be required to develop that will 
contribute to the success of individuals as they pursue their learning trajectory. 
Schools are unwittingly creating the conditions for exclusion when exclusion from 
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school is framed by the students capacity to contribute to the economic wellbeing of 
their community. The forced exclusion of students is a procedural and clinical 
manoeuvre that is validated by a standards-based and outcomes-driven accountability 
framework. This is a form of surveillance that serves to legitimize and entrench a 
conservative and neo-liberal view of education, and the social and economic system 
that primarily supports it.  
This chapter is my personal narrative. It reflexively situates me as a researcher within 
my working life as a public servant. It provides me with insights into who I am and 
what my professional activity within the Department of Education and Early 
Childhood Development involves. For me, my research pursues issues of power, and 
the role of power in creating the conditions for students to be excluded from school 
through surreptitious means. I am situated within this project, through a combination 
of my research and my employment.  
In my research and work life, two significant issues have emerged that begin to 
explain how discourses of power can exacerbate student exclusion from school. 
Firstly, power is manifested in ways in which schools seem unable to develop the 
capacity to recognize the value of the diversified lives that students bring to school 
with them. Secondly, schools equally seem unable to foreground ways in which to 
respond to student diversity, with inclusionary learning and management practices 
that reflect the diverse attitudes and behaviour students bring with them to schools.  
For these reasons, my research will explore how power is imminent, and how it 
permeates all levels of management and organisation within schools. This creates the 
conditions where exclusion and student disconnection from school are considered to 
be valid, normal, and expected outcomes for students who do not comply. 
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Marginalising a cohort of students in this way, a cohort who are not considered 
worthy of the resources available to them through state-funded education, renders 
student conduct and performance down to measurable and describable exclusionary 
metrics, such as the Australian Curriculum and Naplan tests. These are proposed as 
justifications that explain exclusion. They are used to identify what is considered 
abnormal, so that encouraging students out of the education system becomes a 
standard practice. When marginalising students in this manner, it creates easily 
understandable categories of conduct, where clear and defining descriptors make it 
easy to determine who stays in school and who is excluded.  
By reflexively locating myself as I have in my research, I am openly declaring how 
my views and opinions on the damaging effect of exclusion have evolved from my 
personal and work experiences. This has created opportunities for me to implement 
alternative learning opportunities for students who are not behaving as expected.  As a 
Senior School Improvement Officer, I have been able to research and tentatively 
experiment in implementing relational and ethical forms of learning within the Main 
Lead region of Victoria.  
Power	  constructs	  the	  individual:	  the	  process	  of	  colonising	  power	  in	  
schools.	  	  
 
My argument is that schools contrive to develop ways in which procedures of 
surveillance keep watch over dominant and marginal discourses that abound in 
classrooms, in school corridors and in the schoolyard. Schools manufacture standards 
by which students are judged and these standards are enacted through surveillance 
that monitors student conduct and behaviour. These descriptions of behaviour can 
then endorse the ways in which the language of exclusion and inclusion can be 
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constructed. The language of exclusion and inclusion then emerges as the procedures 
that schools use, to shape, and provide the ways in which surveillance contributes to 
the way rules are constructed. This acts to dominate the ways in which these 
discourses can then be structured around standards and accountability. Manufactured 
knowledge of this kind that purports to measure success and achievement against 
compliance becomes legitimised as the knowledge that manipulates the ways in which 
schools are organized. Schools can then easily use this knowledge to justify the 
exclusion of students.  
Discourses around power in schools act in ways that authorise and regulate school-
based rules that can suppress student identities if they are non-conforming. This is 
inherent in the way that power is symbolized within schools to construct dominant 
images of acceptable attitudes and behaviours. Attitudes and behaviours that reject 
what is considered acceptable can then be labelled as marginal. In instances such as 
this, discourses around power create a measurable space encompassing what is 
acceptable, and what is not. By allocating behaviour a value in this way, schools are 
able to devalue behaviour that is non-conforming.  The central motif that is used to 
construct these discourses is the ways in which power is used to manufacture the 
standards by which all students are judged. Values that are constructed within schools 
can be implemented to make the exclusion of students a common practice. This 
occurs through student lives in schools being constantly monitored and measured to 
determine if they correspond to what has been decided to be normal behaviour in a 
school. This can lead to exclusion when their attitude toward school or their 
behaviour exceeds pre-determined level of acceptability.  
Student measurement and categorization is monitored principally through timetables 
that ‘herd’ students into separate ‘lots’ and into classrooms that confine students to 
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allocated spaces within the school. This provides students with the opportunity to self-
monitor their own actions and behaviours. Categorisation of students can then be 
achieved where students are forced to monitor their own actions, as well as being 
monitored by their teachers and principals, to change their behaviour in accordance 
with what is considered acceptable.  
In this chapter, I have discussed the ways in which schools exclude students, as part 
of a general failure to recognize diversity, complexity and originality in student lives. 
I have reflexively situated myself within my research, where my early life and 
upbringing were entangled in inclusionary education and where my early life was also 
part of a multicultural landscape. My work life has been immersed in attempting to 
eradicate the adverse effects of exclusion, and implement workable and inclusive 
alternatives. My research question will examine the role power relationships, within 
schools, play in accelerating student exclusion, and how an educational system that is 
dominated by unequal power relations can be challenged. I will develop a case for a 
deeper understanding of the lived experiences of students. I will seek to uncover ways 
in which student lives cannot be understood or measured through teaching and 
learning practice that is steeped in a regressive, factory oriented model. I seek to 
uncover ways in which current school organisational practices continue to fail to 
recognize contemporary forms of learning, identity exploration, and complex 
lifestyles.  
My thesis seeks to address these issues through an understanding of student stories 
gathered through the eyes of students themselves.  
Research	  Question.	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My principal research question seeks to consider the following dilemma; how a re-
configuration of school must be inclusive of students who are put at a disadvantage. 
In this research project, I want to consider four things:  
Associated	  Questions.	  	  
 
1. How and why some young people tune out, switch off and disengage from school;  
2. Whether disengagement need be an inevitable educational outcome for young 
people who have been ‘put at disadvantage’;  
3. How school improvement might be re-imagined in ways that go beyond blaming 
either young people individually or the backgrounds from which they come;  
4. What a re-invented approach to learning might look like that starts from the 
interests, lives, experiences and aspirations of young people themselves.  
Overview	  of	  the	  Research	  Project.	  	  
 
The reason research of this kind is crucial is threefold. First, it challenges in the most 
direct way dominant and conventional views that learning needs to occur when adults 
are in charge and ‘know best’ about learning. Second, it explores what might be 
possible educationally if learning is framed around the interests of young people. 
And, thirdly, it challenges power relationships in schools by investigating why school 
practices are dominated by regimented pedagogical processes and structured 
timetabling of learning in the lives of young people and whose interests this serves. 
The broader landscape of disengagement also has significant future implications for 
opportunity and equality, individual inability to improve lives, and whether poverty is 
inevitable as a lifestyle. These are profound consequences for social development, and 
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they foreground ways in which ignorance plays a role in enacting exclusionary 
practices within schools. What this challenges is the ‘tiers of inequality’ (Smyth, 
Down, & McInerney, 2008, p. 69) evident in the way disengagement is articulated 
and enforced in the way we relate to young people before they are ‘forced’ to 
disengage.  
This project will challenge what is occurring in contemporary forms of learning by 
arguing that exclusion from school is an unacceptable outcome. This project seeks to 
investigate the role of schools to develop and engage students emotionally and 
intellectually by challenging what is arguably an out dated form of learning. This is a 
model of learning where classes are functioning as silos. When this happens, class-
based learning becomes sites for surveillance where student lives are shaped. 
Contemporary evidence shows that current educational practice, for some students, 
compounds exclusion and disengagement from school and learning, and reinforces 
educational and social disadvantage (Smyth et al., 2000). In this project, I use the 
term exclusion to indicate the rigidity of school structures that attempt to render 
students compliant by imposing gate-keeping, normalising and accountability 
procedures upon them. On the other hand, and drawing from the work of Smyth, I 
posit that engaging students with learning, means requiring educators to develop ways 
in which administrators take responsibility for student disconnection. This requires 
them to reconstruct the ways in which they assist students, within school structures 
(Smyth et al., 2008). This project argues it is not the responsibility of public education 
to mobilise normalising discourses that reinforce negative assumptions of students. 
Normalising discourses are those that shape student progress by monitoring students’ 
capacity to conform, or else face further sorting through controlling actions that 
ultimately lead to their exclusion. Gate-keeping actions such as exams can detect and 
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categorize the success of normalising practices. This occurs according to the degree of 
acquiescence students display, or how they respond in dismissing these forms of 
categorisation. What this means is that student conduct is largely controlled.  
Normalising discourses such as these, occurring in institutions, are the ways in which 
individual responses are controlled to further the aims of the institution. Rather, I 
posit that it is the responsibility of the school to develop these young lives and not to 
extend disadvantage and disconnection through exclusionary practices.  
Investing in personalised learning experiences that are independent of constraints 
imposed by the broader political agenda that compress and distort the individual, is 
the direction my project will take. My project will explore local ‘insurgent solutions’ 
involving students who speak back in ways that challenge and supplant traditional 
teacher-directed school-based forms of learning and organisation (Smyth, Foley & 
McDonald, 2008). This alternative curriculum delivery and program organisation 
occurs within the funding framework available to all students within the Student 
Resource Package available through the state education budget. Innovative, 
individualised and sustainable local programs are possible within existing educational 
frameworks. But, this can only happen if schools challenge the division and 
hierarchisation of young people by re-configuring how time is organised within 
schools and how learning space is managed by removing the ‘discipline block’, and 
normalising practices that support the suppression of learning (Marshall, 1996, p. 95).  
In this research, I will explore ways in which relational, (Smyth et al., 2000; Smyth & 
Fasoli, 2007; Smyth & McInerney, 2007) and ethical, (Foucault, 2008) learning 
experiences may be re-configured within the existing organisational model of 
schooling with the student being made the locus of control, all within a public 
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education system. I will explore ways in which an inclusive, regenerated, re-
interpretation of public education may be implemented, by exposing how power 
relationships in schools maintain disadvantage and maintain exclusionary practices. 
This happens through a relentless process that oversees the placement of students into 
categories that act to determine their suitability to school. Reaching a ‘tipping point’ 
locates students as expendable and they are disadvantaged through their exclusion 
from school. 
Student lives are restrained within schools, and student lives are informed by 
exclusionary discourses bolstered by power relationships. When these conditions are 
challenged and exposed, more relational forms of learning may be possible. 
Relational learning values engagement around what learners consider relevant to their 
learning needs. My research may reveal ways in which, when a relational school 
culture (Smyth, Down, & McInerney, 2010) shapes the school climate, students 
develop ways of becoming ethically aware of how learning shapes their futures. 
Ethical teaching establishes the student’s personal identity in ways that are devoid of 
normalising processes that ‘mask the exercises of power on the young and the 
activities of professional educators’ (Marshall, 1996, p. 131). Ethical learning is the 
conversation learners have with themselves in order to determine where they fit in as 
moral beings, to make their way in the world beyond the constraints that seek to 
normalise them (Foucault, 1977). I commenced this overview by indicating three 
concerns that are of importance to me. They are:  
 
1. The dominant and conventional view that adults control learning.  
2. When young people are listened to, what may be possible for their learning. 
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3. How discourses around power control how schools are organised.  
 
These are the concerns that have emerged through my personal and work life. I have 
noted how I am intrinsically linked within this research through my employment as an 
education department bureaucrat, indicating on page 7 that employment and research 
are complex partners. There is limited distance between this research project and my 
professional and personal life.  
The linkages that exist between these two concerns are important, as is the inevitable 
‘closeness’ that exists between the researcher and the researched, and my professional 
life. These are important concerns and require acknowledgement that is thorough and 
rigorous.  
I need to respond in two ways. These are, first, the ways in which I reflexively ‘shine 
a light’ over my multiple involvements in the research and secondly, how I 
respectfully divulge what my research respondents are saying, through crafting 
portraits that apply a critical and advocacy ethnographical technique that enables them 
to be listened to seriously and with respect.  
I explain my reflexive involvement in two ways. On page 134 I will describe how I 
am reflexively embedded within the research and acknowledge my participation in the 
process. This means my ‘voice’ is heard throughout this thesis – this is not to bolster 
my involvement, on the contrary, it is my way of acknowledging how close I am to 
the research.  
On page 135 I will also explain my involvement more creatively through currere, 
where an alternative and deeply personal explanation is provided. On page 160 I will 
return to currere to describe how this theory has provided me with an ethical 
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framework with which to anchor my involvement. My use of currere makes visible 
my autobiographical attachment to this research. It provides further insight into why 
my voice is being heard. Here I also briefly introduce advocacy ethnography, as a 
way to convey what the research participants are saying in ways in which their voices 
are heard in the best way possible.   
And this leads to the second point. How I use critical, advocacy-based ethnography 
through the lens of a bricoleur to convey what the participants in this project say in a 
forceful manner. On page 121 I will describe the qualitative framework I work within, 
and how this framework works best within the theoretical parameters that flow from 
using Foucauldian theory. On page 129 I further discuss the relationship between 
bricolage and critical ethnography, then follow this on page 132 with a discussion on 
analysis, bricolage and discursive formations. 
In the next chapter, I will be investigating how the Australian federal government’s 
education reform agenda is being welded onto state government education policy to 
normalise a whole-of-government response to student curriculum and outcomes. 
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CHAPTER	  TWO	  –	  THE	  POLICY	  AGENDA	  THAT	  OVERSEES	  STUDENT	  
DISCONNECTION	  FROM	  SCHOOL,	  AND	  HOW	  THE	  AUSTRALIAN	  
CURRICULUM	  WILL	  FORCE	  FURTHER	  DISADVANTAGE.	  
The	  Education	  Reform	  Agenda	  and	  the	  Australian	  Curriculum	  
 
In the first chapter of my thesis, I explored how I understand student disconnection 
occurs. I identified where I emerge as a researcher in this area, and I generated some 
thoughts to discuss the ways in which student disconnection from school can be 
manufactured. To explain this, I began by recognising the ways in which power 
discourses within schools authorise and legitimise the disappearance of students as a 
normal school practice by sanitising the processes enacted to move them out.  
The Federal Government’s Education Reform Agenda guides ways in which a 
landscape of division emerges, between who is, or who is not eligible to succeed. This 
current policy flagship acts as an educational panacea; endorsing skills, outcomes and 
employability qualities as the legitimate goals guiding the education of young 
Australian students. The Federal Government has drawn the Australian states and 
territories together, committing them to the Education Reform Agenda. This 
legitimises a national curriculum that speaks for them and authorises them to 
standardise teaching and learning practice. Cascading directly from this are state 
government education policies, and local, regional interpretations of these centralised 
policy initiatives. This enables the surveillance of schools, and student academic 
performance to be monitored, regardless of other policies already in place that may 
elicit more negotiated approaches to learning. Comparisons between students can then 
be made. If comparisons can be made, so can adjustments and rewards for 
compliance.  
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In this section I explore the ways in which federal, state and local education policy 
authorises indirectly the disconnection of young people from school. I argued 
previously that dislocation from school becomes an inevitable learning outcome for 
many young people. This occurs when students are confronted with policy that masks 
the effects of power through the pursuit of performance outcomes that ignore the 
reality of young lives (Wyn, 2009). I am arguing that the Department of Education, 
Employment and Workplace Relations (Department of Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations, 2011a) have engineered the Education Reform Agenda 
(Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 2011b) to 
prioritise achievement standards. Prioritising these standards situates them as more 
important than an engaging and relational student learning agenda. The reform agenda 
promotes outcomes based information published on sites such as the My School 
website (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2011a). Less 
publicised, yet also endorsed by the DEEWR (Department of Education, Employment 
and Workplace Relations) is the Education Reform Agenda. In addition, there is the 
less visibly available Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young 
Australians,  (Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and 
Youth Affairs, 2010) and the National Safe Schools Framework (Department of 
Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 2011c). These frameworks support 
relational and socially based outcomes, yet are unmeasurable and negotiated 
outcomes. Promoting division and competitiveness through measurable testing, the 
Australian Curriculum initiative demotes a negotiated curriculum and makes it appear 
less effective than a testable and standards oriented curriculum.  
Students disengage from schools for a variety of reasons, including snubbing policy 
that becomes ineffectual when it ignores their interests, lives, experiences and 
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aspirations. Policy that funnels a proscribed and deliverable curriculum as relevant 
and promotes it through the My School website, rewards standardised and outcomes-
generated approaches to learning (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting 
Authority, 2011a). Curriculum such as this is considered more valuable than relational 
approaches to learning. I will argue this is evident in the ways in which education is 
enacted through federal and state policy. This is administered seamlessly through co-
opting the states, leaving no room to explain how a socially relevant agenda may be 
activated for individual states.  
An	  Australian	  Curriculum	  as	  National	  Identity	  	  
 
The current policy landscape emerges from federal intervention that masquerades as 
an inclusive policy initiative. The Department of Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations, has initiated the Education Reform Agenda. This links the state 
education departments through the establishment of the Australian Curriculum, 
Assessment and Reporting Authority, ACARA (Australian Curriculum Assessment 
and Reporting Authority, 2011). ACARA reports to the Commonwealth, state and 
territory education ministers through the Ministerial Council for Education, Early 
Childhood Development and Youth Affairs, MCEECDYA (Ministerial Council for 
Education, Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs, 2011b). In a supportive 
act that inextricably ties federal and state policy, the seventh MCEECDYA 
conference on the eighth of December, 2010, endorsed the structure of the Australian 
Curriculum developed by ACARA (Ministerial Council for Education, Early 
Childhood Development and Youth Affairs, 2011a).  
The MCEECDYA endorsed foundation to year ten Australian Curriculum (Australian 
Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2011), emphasises achievement and 
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standards as more important than a relational learning environment. The foundation to 
year ten Australian Curriculum emphasises the following general points.  
• Establishing a national common approach to the achievement 
standards across all states and territories, and trialling and validating 
that approach.  
• States and territories developing additional material to support the 
effective implementation of the curriculum to accommodate their 
different curriculum development, approval and implementation 
requirements.   
• Further refining and adjusting the curriculum content as a result of 
validating achievement standards and structured feedback from 
teachers.   
• Finalising a clear overarching framework that assures the place and 
integrity of all learning areas within the context of the overall school 
curriculum and different state and territory structures.  
• Developing the curriculum content and achievement standards as 
required to meet the needs of individual students. 
•  Engaging with the teaching profession in the implementation of these 
processes to ensure comprehensive preparation for substantial 
implementation by 2013 (Ministerial Council for Education, Early 
Childhood Development and Youth Affairs, 2011a).  
Approaches such as these outlined above, create a learning agenda that narrows 
learning opportunity by shaping an Australian Curriculum that endorses standardised 
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and accountability based learning as applicable to all students. This outcomes oriented 
agenda is legitimised by the ACARA flagship, the My Schools website. The website 
displays easily accessible school information that reflects the NAPLAN (National 
Assessment Program-Literacy and Numeracy) testing results. NAPLAN is another 
ACARA endorsed product that produces testing results generated at one point in the 
school year (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2011b). 
The point here is to provide transparency, to provide parental choice in school 
selection and establish a level of school accountability. All this is on offer to the 
community and parents from one limited testing period during the school year.  
ACARA operates a second level of accountability in this process. ACARA has also 
published on its website, The Australian Curriculum and the Melbourne Declaration 
on Educational Goals for Young Australians (Australian Curriculum Assessment and 
Reporting Authority, 2011). These are not available on the My School website. The 
goals are:  
1. A solid foundation in knowledge, understanding, skills and values on which 
further learning and adult life can be built.  
ACARA’s response emphasises literacy and numeracy development, emotional and 
social intelligence through health and physical education and citizenship. National 
values are also endorsed through studies including civics and citizenship, ICT, and 
design and technology, the latter intended to develop Australia’s skilled economy.  
2. Deep knowledge, understanding, skills and values that will enable advanced 
learning and an ability to create new ideas and translate them into practical 
applications.  
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ACARA’s response emphasises the development of proficiency in English, 
mathematics, science, languages, humanities and the arts to open up new ways of 
thinking. ACARA also supports the development of deep knowledge within 
disciplines and approaches to innovation and complex problem solving.  
3. General capabilities that underpin flexible and analytical thinking, a capacity 
to work with others and an ability to move across subject disciplines to 
develop new expertise.  
ACARA’s response directly emphasises the development of a range of generic and 
employability skills and how they may relate to the world of work and further 
education and training. ACARA also notes the ability to think creatively, innovate, 
solve problems and engage with new disciplines.  
The responses listed, link ACARA’s relationship with the Melbourne Declaration on 
Educational Goals for Young Australians as literacy and numeracy focused. They are 
market oriented and focused on nationalistically styled citizenship values. Their goal 
is to make the Melbourne declaration as standardised and accountable as possible, so 
we may now finally create what constitutes a real Australian. How these educational 
statements may be negotiated and reported on, to reflect the aims of the declaration 
are not discussed. This reflects ACARA’s inability to foresee a more negotiated 
approach to learning. A negotiated approach emphasises the individual student’s 
capacity to negotiate learning through their ideals, experiences and what is 
noteworthy in their lives.  
MCEECDYA also endorses the National Safe Schools Framework. This was ratified 
on the eighth of December 2010. This framework operates under the following vision 
statements.  
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• Affirm the right of all school community members to feel safe at 
school. Promote care, respect and cooperation, and value diversity.  
• Implement policies, programmes and processes to cultivate a safe and 
supportive school environment.  
• Recognise that quality leadership is an essential element that underpins 
the development of a safe and supportive school environment.  
• Develop and implement policies and programmes through processes 
that engage the whole school community. 
•  Ensure that roles and responsibilities of all members of the school 
community in promoting a safe and supportive environment are 
explicit, clearly understood and disseminated.  
• Recognise the critical importance of pre-service and ongoing 
professional development in creating a safe and supportive school 
environment.  
• Have a responsibility to provide opportunities for students to learn 
through the formal curriculum the knowledge, skills and dispositions 
needed for positive relationships.  
• Focus on policies that are proactive and oriented towards prevention 
and intervention.  
• Regularly monitor and evaluate their policies and programmes so that 
evidence based practice supports decisions and improvements.  
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• Take action to protect children from all forms of abuse and neglect 
(Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and 
Youth Affairs, 2011a). 
The Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians and the 
National Safe Schools Framework develop a relational and experiential learning 
agenda. How this agenda is valued within the Australian Curriculum is troublesome to 
me. I argue that the ways in which relational and negotiated processes are situated in 
less exposed and more vulnerable locations within the structure of the Australian 
Curriculum, devalues their importance. Its location becomes less visible and less 
influential. It is not classified as testable and there are no standards to be met. A 
relational learning agenda is not thought of as applicable when compared to academic 
achievement standards in this new definition of education. Australian students, by 
their nature, are a diverse, culturally different and socially expansive group of young 
people. What I am arguing for, are achievement outcomes that respond to their 
diversity and not attempt to stifle or control it. 
I am committed to arguing for relational, ethical and negotiated curriculum initiatives 
as the way in which schools and administrations manage student diversity. I am 
opposed to the ways in which economic competitiveness and a traditional values 
driven idealism, trapped in white, middle class and often unrepresentative values, 
situates itself as morally better placed to guide the future of Australian students. 
Standards and accountability measures to evaluate how students can define 
themselves and modify themselves against these values have penetrated the 
Australian states and territories. These standards are becoming embedded in state and 
local educational directives, and the fusion between federal and state educational 
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bureaucracy means their legitimacy is rarely questioned. I intend to question the 
validity of how standards based learning remains largely unchallenged.  
What this policy agenda ignores are the experiences of the students for whom it is 
intended (Pinar, 2009). How student experience is shaped by their environment, how 
experience shapes expectations, and how experience clarifies the students’ subjective 
perception of their lives, their learning and what they want to achieve, needs to help 
shape the curriculum that is connected to their lives. Ignoring this situates the 
Australian Curriculum as a nationalistic agenda, styled hubristically, where the 
interests of those whose needs are being served, question the motivation behind the 
need to create an Australian Curriculum.  
What	  is	  the	  purpose	  behind	  the	  Australian	  curriculum?	  	  
 
The capacity the system develops to evaluate the performance of students, through the 
Australian Curriculum, generates data that regulates the success, or otherwise, of 
Australian students. Data gathered in this manner measures student performance 
against the benchmarked standards that are endorsed by the Australian Curriculum. 
These standards are not necessarily relevant to students who come from backgrounds 
where indicators of success such as those promoted by ACARA, do not resemble 
what success looks like in more diverse environments. Realistically, those best able to 
determine the local characteristics, local contests and local struggles that exist in all 
communities, are those who know the students living in the community and their 
needs. The teachers working in local schools know their community. They are better 
situated to discuss their diverse successes and failures, and to support how 
improvements may be achieved. The push to an Australian Curriculum means these 
neighbourhood issues, and unique nuances in education, are neglected or absorbed 
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into the dominant market place for examination against students better able to respond 
to a curriculum that they know. Students at ease with a familiar curriculum are able to 
respond when their values are accessed easily through the Australian Curriculum, as 
their values remain superior to the values of other students.  
Situating the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians and 
the National Safe Schools Framework within the National Curriculum as a non-tested 
component, means the value of both frameworks is diminished. The transparency that 
comes with the My School website means all schools compete to be seen as 
performing to national standards. Schools do not want to be portrayed as incompetent. 
Schools in disadvantaged areas compete, so they may be seen to be ‘punching above 
their weight’. From this comes the possibility of gaining new enrolments and being 
seen to go against the direction of what would be expected of a school in an area not 
known for high academic aspirations. The nature of this competitiveness through 
transparency means schools focus increasingly on academic excellence so that their 
performance is viewed favourably on the My School website. This concentration of 
effort and funding on manufacturing academic and standardised quality situates the 
relational agenda as contributing to academic performance and not essential to 
learning. The relational agenda becomes an adjunct to the real work of raising 
standards. The value placed on a common, shared and testable approach to learning, 
values standards that are reflected in the market place of economic competitiveness. 
Diminishing the importance of personal experience in teaching (Pinar, 2009;  (Pinar, 
1975) introduces a conflict in learning by valuing forms of education differently. The 
ways in which economic competitiveness asserts a prominent role, shapes learning by 
devaluing other forms of engagement. A narrowing and diminishing in the value of 
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more complex and harder to measure learning areas deflates the importance of 
subjects that are not complicit with the testable agenda.  
The Australian Curriculum is ideologically aligned with standards and achievable, 
results based outcomes. It is endorsed through partnerships between federal and state 
governments through the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting 
Authority. ACARA reports to the Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood 
Development and Youth Affairs. MCEECDYA has endorsed the direction of the 
Australian Curriculum at the seventh MCEECDYA conference on the 8th of 
December, 2010. These two groups have similar membership profiles and in a form of 
feedback looping, work to affirm and promote the validity of each other.  
What this means for the individual states is the issue I will pick up now. The 
combined commonwealth and state sponsored Australian Curriculum is deliverable 
across all states and territories as a result of fusing the principles for an Australian 
Curriculum across commonwealth, state and territory boundaries. With its outcome 
centred principles in place, this deliverable curriculum was set to be available for all 
Australian students from 2013. Delays to the implementation of the Australian 
Curriculum means that from 2013, only a limited and subject-by-subject 
implementation is possible. For the states and territories, this means significant 
similarities in the ways in which all students across the states and territories will be 
taught, and the content of what they will be taught. Students in disadvantaged 
communities will be reviewed against the same standards as students in affluent 
communities. The value of an Australian Curriculum for students in disadvantaged 
communities becomes problematic if the content of what they are taught does not 
relate to the ways in which they see the world, or the ways in which they wish to 
change the world.  
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How the states, and Victoria in particular, administer academic and relational policy, 
has some inherent tensions. Once again, I want to draw on my experience as an 
employee of the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development. I want 
to reflexively evaluate the policy directions as I see them from where I am situated 
within the department. I am bound up in this tension, and I can feel the tension as it 
seeps through my role within the Student Wellbeing Team. I am pursuing a relational 
agenda through the Student Engagement Policy (Department of Education and Early 
Childhood Development, 2011e) and through the Youth Partnerships Demonstration 
Site strategy, which has emerged from the Flexible Learning Policy Directions report. 
In other parts of the department, and ironically in other parts of the same building, the 
School Improvement Team is working to improve literacy and numeracy through 
initiatives that for me get in the way of negotiating with students about what students 
need. They engage in professional learning team activities, provide ‘learning to lead’ 
forums, provide instructional leadership conferences, offer anything except 
engagement in a meaningful manner with students who always seem to reside at the 
bottom of the pile. I get a sense that the real work of the department is focused on 
improving literacy and numeracy through activities existing peripherally to the 
school, and not involving students.  
State	  Education	  and	  the	  Australian	  Curriculum	  	  
 
I will briefly discuss the current DEECD Victorian Essential Learning Standards 
guidelines, and how this policy will be absorbed into the Australian Curriculum by 
2013. I will also comment on wellbeing policy through three policy initiatives directly 
related to my employment. Through this, I want to draw out the tensions I believe 
exist between standards and performance based outcomes and the relational agenda 
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pursued through wellbeing policy. It is here that I will discuss how these policies 
intersect, and the tensions that emerge in the Australian Curriculum to divide student 
achievement and apply class-based values to education. This confrontation describes 
the frustrations that emerge when students who are unable or unwilling to engage with 
standards based learning, experience a potentially drawn out dislocation from school. 
Students such as these are able to be re-engaged through re-engagement programs that 
recognize understanding comes through negotiating curriculum and an active school 
culture (Smyth et al., 2000; Smyth, Down, & McInerney, 2010). It is ironic that the 
same DEECD funding source finances the schools that abandon students in the first 
place and re-engagement programs then fund them again (Smyth et al., 2000).   
Victoria operates curriculum provision through the Victorian Essential Learning 
Standards (Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority, 2011). The standards are 
organised into three connected areas called strands. The strands are Physical, Personal 
and Social Learning. The domains for this strand are Health and Physical Education, 
Interpersonal Development and Personal Learning. The strand discipline based 
learning includes the domains The Arts, English, The Humanities, Languages Other 
Than English, Mathematics and Science. Interdisciplinary Learning includes the 
domains Communication, Design, Creativity and Technology, Information and 
Communications Technology and Thinking Processes.  
The Victorian Essential Learning Standards have domains and dimensions. The 
domains require a body of subject-based knowledge and are listed next to each strand. 
The dimensions are the standards required for each domain.  
The Department of Education and Early Childhood Development intends to trial the 
new Australian Curriculum in selected schools, from 2013. The DEECD anticipates 
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full implementation at some point after 2013. The department also expects develop a 
single web portal called AusVELS that will allow schools to access the new 
curriculum framework when full implementation has been achieved (Victorian 
Curriculum and Assessment Authority, 2010). This will provide content and 
processes to implement the Australian Curriculum for English, Mathematics, Science 
and History, as well as links to resources to support the implementation of the 
curriculum. The Australian Curriculum will displace the VELS and replace it 
progressively with new curriculum as it is developed and placed on the site.  
My	  Involvement	  in	  State	  Education	  	  
 
Implementing the Australian Curriculum by replacing what the states currently offer, 
situates policies that deal with wellbeing as still actively relevant and appropriate for 
schools to implement. How these policies merge, or fail to integrate and fuse, or 
remain incompatible with the Australian Curriculum, is a problem for me. The 
DEECD policy initiatives that set the tone for how students respond socially in 
schools come from the Blueprint for Education and Early Childhood Development, 
the Student Engagement Policy and the Flexible Learning Options Directions Policy 
(Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, 2011a; Department of 
Education and Early Childhood Development, 2011c; Department of Education and 
Early Childhood Development, 2011e). I am including the local Regional response to 
social policy initiatives, the Youth Options Guarantee and the Grampians Educational 
Partnership, here as well. 
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The	  Blueprint	  for	  Education	  and	  Early	  Childhood	  Development	  	  
 
The Blueprint is in its second life after being initially introduced in 2003. The current 
adjustment is contextualized around the complex, global and networked lives students 
will create (Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, 2011a). The 
current Blueprint is indexed around a five year plan and incorporates the affixing of 
Early Childhood services within the DEECD and is organized around the vision, 
‘Every young Victorian thrives, learns and grows to enjoy a productive, rewarding 
and fulfilling life, while contributing to their local and global communities 
(Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, 2008). The mission 
statement seeks to, ‘Ensure a high-quality and coherent birth-to-adulthood learning 
and development system to build the capability of every young Victorian’ 
(Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, 2008).  
This mission statement is reinforced with a set of priorities, goals and strategies to 
ensure the vision and mission are enacted. I will focus on the aspects of the Blueprint 
specifically addressing participation and inclusion. The strategies and actions I will 
identify are related to the strategies section titled, ‘Opportunities for all Victorians’ 
and more specifically, number 13, ‘Place-based Approaches’ and 14, ‘Meeting 
Diverse Needs’. In relation to Action 13, ‘Place-based Approaches’, the DEECD will 
act to ‘improve development and learning participation and outcomes in areas of 
socioeconomic disadvantage’ as well as pursue ‘regeneration projects and reconfigure 
educational provision within a locality’. The DEECD suggests this will mean 
‘radically rethinking education and early childhood services, including approaches to 
teaching, learning and development, physical spaces, governance, specializations and 
partnerships’. In relation to Meeting Diverse Needs, these actions state, ‘We will put 
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strategies in place to ensure that our system can meet the diverse needs of all our 
children and young people’. This action specifically targets Koorie students, refugee 
students and homeless students. It does not specifically mention students who may 
have different learning needs relating to how they understand or process information 
or where they prefer to learn, or what is beneficial to them as learners (Department of 
Education and Early Childhood Development, 2011a).  
The	  Student	  Engagement	  Policy	  	  
 
The Engagement Policy foregrounds Sergiovanni by drawing on his work on 
‘effective school leadership’ (Office of Learning and Teaching, 2005; Sergiovanni, 
2000), by acknowledging the following: ‘There is a growing consensus that whatever 
else is done, schools must become places where it is easier for students and teachers 
to know one another well, and for students to connect to the school and its purposes. 
Schools must be caring and learning communities.’  (Department of Education and 
Early Childhood Development, 2011e) The Student Engagement document discusses 
the roles schools need to develop when responding to diversity and engagement 
related to student behaviour. The policy specifically states ‘learning takes place 
within the social context of the school’ (Department of Education and Early 
Childhood Development, 2011e). The policy also acknowledges ‘that social and 
emotional wellbeing underpin effective student learning and positive behaviour’ 
(Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, 2011e). The policy 
explicitly mentions the foundation strategies reinforcing the Blueprint for Education 
and Early Childhood Development, namely:       
1. System Improvement—excellent school education.   
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2. Partnerships with parents and Communities—working with families, communities 
and businesses.  
3. Workforce reform—a culture of strong leadership and professional learning.  
The Student Engagement Policy lists the aspirations for children and young people as, 
‘to thrive and learn and grow to enjoy a productive, rewarding and fulfilling life, 
while contributing to their local and global communities. Minimize negative 
experiences for all students in schools and ensure that all students enjoy learning and 
actively participate in their education’. The policy is referenced around five elements:  
Element one, Creating Positive and Engaging School Cultures.  
Element two, Developing a Student Engagement Policy, encompassing a School 
Profile Statement, a Whole School Prevention Statement, Rights and Responsibilities, 
Shared Expectations and School Actions and Consequences.  
Element three, Promoting School Attendance.  
Element four, Promoting Positive Behaviours through a Staged Response.  
Element five, School Actions and Consequences.  
Element five is of importance as it suggests:  
1. significant emphasis should be placed upon issuing positive consequences for 
meeting high expectations.  
2. Strong focus on relationship-based practices.  
3. Staged response when shared expectations are not met.  
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4.  Staged response should have a prevention/early intervention and data based 
focus.  
5.  Actions and consequences should have an educational role.  
6.  Actions and consequences that isolate a student from learning should be 
avoided (Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, 
2011e).  
The Engagement policy directs schools to compose an engagement policy to address 
issues related to student suspension from school. DEECD research finds that school 
suspensions increase the likelihood of antisocial behaviour and lead to: association 
with antisocial peers; student attitudes favourable to drugs and to antisocial 
behaviour; family conflict, community disorganization and community norms 
favourable to drug use (Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, 
2007).  
As well as insisting schools write up extra policy documentation, schools cannot 
suspend students for more than 15 days in a year and cannot suspend a student for 
more than five days in a row. After ten days suspension, the principal must call a 
meeting with a regional representative, parents and the student, to work out a way to 
avoid future suspensions.  
The	  Flexible	  Learning	  Policy	  Directions	  paper	  	  
 
In 2010, this policy direction paper was launched to ensure all ‘Victorian children and 
young people, regardless of their circumstances, are provided with the opportunity to 
participate and engage in a world-class education system (Department of Education 
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and Early Childhood Development, 2011d). The DEECD’s vision is supported by the 
development of a flexible learning options framework that states: 
Victoria will provide a socially inclusive education system in which all 
children and young people receive the support they need to enable their 
involvement in school, their well being, learning opportunities and pathways 
to further education, training and employment. Students at risk of disengaging 
or already disengaged will remain a priority for the Victorian Government. 
(Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, 2011d). 
Flexible learning options aim to, ‘describe the role of Flexible Learning Options in 
responding to student disengagement and to indicate proposed directions and 
components of the flexible learning options policy framework to be established’ 
(Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, 2011d). The policy 
directions paper seeks to understand why students disengage through examining 
behavioural engagement, emotional involvement and cognitive engagement. This is 
also underpinned by engagement and inclusion practices and the capacity schools 
develop to respond to issues of, ‘socioeconomic status, gender, disability, ethnicity 
and educational experience’ (Department of Education and Early Childhood 
Development, 2011f). The areas identified refer to students who are children and 
young people in out of home care, Koorie people and young people, young offenders, 
children and young people affected by homelessness, newly arrived and refugee 
children and young people, young parents and carers, children and young people with 
disabilities and children and young people with mental health concerns.  
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This policy rests on the creation of four ‘tiers’ of engagement, operating from a 
sliding scale of disengagement (Department of Education and Early Childhood 
Development, 2011f).  
Tier one, which applies to all students, aims to address low-level forms of risk 
associated with a traumatic life event.  
Tier two identifies low-level experimental antisocial behaviour.  
Tier Three classifies students as highly vulnerable with significant disengagement 
from school and home.  
Tier four classifies students as at chronic risk and in need of serious intervention.  
Students identified as being in tiers three and four are considered as being at 
significant risk. They are also considered to be entitled to access out of school 
programs that specifically target their issues. Students in tiers one and two are not 
considered to be at such risk as to warrant their removal from school. This approach 
does seem to go some way towards creating the conditions for some students to obtain 
an appropriate learning program, yet each tier seems to have distinct boundaries 
around it, with students cascading into each tier as behaviour warrants it. Labelling 
tiers as separate from each other fails to recognize the unique circumstances of each 
student and the immediateness of an event that could see a student in tier four for the 
wrong reasons and the wrong length of time. The tiers seem to be inherently punitive 
and do not recognize students who may be connected emotionally and socially to 
school, but disconnected educationally. Students in this category may require, for 
their educational development, access to out of school programs for study related, 
self-managed educational projects, or hands on learning experiences. The tiers do not 
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acknowledge a student’s personal development needs, and portray the sanctity of the 
classroom as needing protection from significant disruption such as unmanageable 
behaviour.  
A	  local	  perspective-­Grampians	  Region	  response	  	  
 
Local responses to students not completing year twelve or its equivalent in the 
Grampians Region have focused on the development of the Youth Options Guarantee 
(Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, Grampians Regional 
Office, 2011). The Youth Options Guarantee is in place to help clarify what it means 
for schools and organizations that are signatories to the guarantee, to retain students 
within the education system. The Youth Options Guarantee commenced from a study 
initiated to investigate the exit destinations of the 1996 cohort of students entering 
secondary school at year seven. This study determined how many students exited 
from the 1996 enrolled cohort without completing secondary school. Data was 
collected from the CASES, (Computerised Administrative System Environment in 
Schools) system operating in schools (Department of Education and Early Childhood 
Development, 2011b). The CASES system is able to access information in relation to 
tracking student activity. CASES is a data management system used by schools to 
help manage student movements in schools and between schools. This proved to be 
successful for tracking the destinations of 64% of students. Further telephone tracking 
enabled 93% of students to be traced. This research study was also completed again in 
the latter half of 2010.  
2019 students commenced year seven in Government schools in the Grampians 
Region in 1996. 995 students were recorded as having left this cohort. This was 
considered a comparatively high level of student non-completion. Marginally, just 
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under half of these students (49.7%) transferred to another school or later re-enrolled 
into the same school, 11.1% of students transferred to a non-government school and 
3.3% transferred into a training program or another type of education. 24% of exits 
left to enter the workforce and half of this cohort remained unemployed.  (Department 
of Education and Early Childhood Development, Grampians Regional Office, 2011) 
For the Grampians Region, this revealed two things; first, that students leaving to seek 
employment accounted for more transfers than to non-government schools; and 
secondly, the number of students leaving to seek employment was almost as 
significant as the number transferring to other government schools. This also 
highlighted for schools the need to track students more effectively to enable more 
appropriate outcomes. It also revealed that when data is traced retrospectively, it is 
possible to trace a significant number of students.  
In 2004, the DEECD Regional Director, and the University of Ballarat Vice 
Chancellor expressed their concerns over the low achievement levels of students not 
completing Year 12, or its equivalent. In July, 2004, a partnership conference was 
organized to discuss these issues. The outcome of the conference was a planning 
group whose purpose was, ‘to develop a framework for the partner organizations to 
work collaboratively to assist all 15-19 year olds in the Grampians Region complete 
Year 12 or an equivalent qualification’ (Department of Education and Early 
Childhood Development, Grampians Regional Office, 2011). This led to the 
formation of the Youth Options Guarantee and acknowledges that schools play a 
pivotal role in supporting all students. The Youth Options Guarantee assumes that a 
more community directed approach is required. This means education and training 
providers, employment providers, and health and wellbeing agencies all recognise 
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that education is the shared responsibility of all parties that are signatories to the 
Youth Options Guarantee.  
The vision supporting the Youth Options Guarantee is: ‘All young people are 
supported to achieve Year 12 or an equivalent qualification’ (Department of 
Education and Early Childhood Development, Grampians Regional Office, 2011). 
The aim is to provide ‘an integrated and seamless support and referral system 
developed with the Local Learning and Employment Network’s (LLENs) areas 
(Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, Grampians Regional 
Office, 2011). Discussing this further, the Youth Options Guarantee has four key 
elements:  
1. Inclusive education provision,  
2. Early supportive intervention,  
3. Transition support,   
4. Support to assist reintegration (Department of Education and Early Childhood 
Development, Grampians Regional Office, 2011). 
These elements were supported by a European study tour in 2005 and two partnership 
showcases, one in 2005 in Dunkeld in Victoria and the other in 2007 in Ballarat in 
Victoria. As well, two seminars were conducted by Bernie Smith from Four 
Dwellings High School in the United Kingdom. These seminars occurred as a result 
of the 2005 European study tour.  
The Youth Options Guarantee (YOG) operates at two levels. First, a heads of agency 
agreement was negotiated. Secondly, the Local Learning and Employment Networks 
agreed on a Memorandum of Understanding to help navigate the Youth Options 
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Guarantee at a local level. Signatories to the agreement locally are Department of 
Education and Early Childhood Development, Grampians Region; the Department of 
Human Services, Grampians Region; the Department of Planning and Community 
Development, Grampians Region and the Department of Innovation, Industry and 
Regional Development, Workforce Participation Division. Other education and 
training organizations included the Catholic Education Office, the University of 
Ballarat and the Adult Community and Further Education Grampians Regional 
Council. From industry, the Australian Industry Group Regional Board, Western 
Region was represented. Four Local Learning and Employment Networks were also 
involved. They were: the Central Highlands, Highlands, North Central and Wimmera 
Southern Mallee LLEN’s. Youth support agencies, including Ballarat Group Training 
Youth Services and Centacare were also signatories.  
Agency agreement guidelines specified signatories were expected to: 
 Work collaboratively to develop policies and facilitate arrangements that will 
assist the implementation of the Youth Options Guarantee.  Encourage our 
constituent member organizations and staff to actively support the 
development of Youth Options Guarantee arrangements at the local level 
through the respective LLENs. Actively promote and raise awareness of the 
Youth Options Guarantee within our communities (Department of Education 
and Early Childhood Development, Grampians Regional Office, 2011). 
This led to three initiatives being undertaken as part of the Youth Options Guarantee. 
The first initiative, the Youth Transition Support Project, was a service to provide:  
an holistic case management approach to supporting disengaged young people 
who have not passed year 12 or its equivalent, or are not employed or not 
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attending education or training, and not working more than 15 hours per week 
and would like sustainable options for the future (Department of Education 
and Early Childhood Development, Grampians Regional Office, 2011). 
The second initiative was an audit of Transition Teams and subsequent professional 
learning activity. In 2008, the Grampians Education Partnership audited school and 
TAFE Transition Teams relating to their professional learning needs. This resulted in 
a professional learning activity that specifically addressed their role in ‘supporting 
young people facing challenges which impact on their ability to stay connected to 
education and training’.  
The third initiative was the Ballarat LinkUp program and satellite programs, 
ConnectEd in Horsham and Central Connect in Ararat, Stawell and St. Arnaud 
(Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, Grampians Regional 
Office, 2011). LinkUp was initiated as a learning program for students unwilling or 
unable to access mainstream education. LinkUp operates from the purpose-built 
Ballarat Learning Exchange and applies a personalized learning plan to guide and 
encourage student learning.  
The Youth Options Guarantee, including the four guiding elements of the initiative, 
binds the signatories through a Memorandum of Understanding. The MoU purports to 
establish, in relation to inclusion, that ‘schools work collaboratively with other 
schools to broaden curriculum options for senior students’. It seeks to ‘identify 
potential early school leavers in order to provide the support needed to enhance 
learning and pathways outcomes for identified students’. It aims ‘to develop a 
Personalized Learning Plan for students identified as ‘at risk’, and create transition 
teams in schools for students identified as ‘at risk’’. It seeks ‘to initiate holistic 
54	  	  
curriculum-based approaches to learning, or implement a managed transition process 
to ensure students who do leave school, go to another education or training program’. 
It aims ‘to develop and implement the processes required to support early leavers to 
reintegrate into an education and/or training program’. The Youth options guarantee 
seeks collaboration as a primary element for its success. On the other hand, the intent 
behind the Australian Curriculum is the competitiveness it generates when it classifies 
student achievement. Where these processes intersect will cause tensions in the ways 
in which standardised approaches to achievement conflict with engaging and 
relational learning practices. 
The intent of the Australian Curriculum is to deliver ways in which to supplant any 
remnants of state administered, and locally interpreted wellbeing curriculum 
initiatives. Initiatives that recognise the intrinsic value of location, place and culture 
are to be bulldozed by pre-packaged, easily assessable and rankings driven indicators 
of educational attainment. Educational attainment is not educational success. Where 
local and state policy intersects with a nationally administered curriculum, state and 
local variations will fail to stand up and be considered as the ways in which a quality 
education may be accessed. The ways in which curriculum is measured and how this 
determines the quality of individual student success restricts the capacity to value the 
qualities of experience and personal investment in learning. 
Policy	  tensions,	  curriculum	  effectiveness	  and	  ‘speaking	  back’	  
 
The policy agenda I am speaking back to, concerns power discourses in schools, and 
the ways in which these discourses shape the actions that construct the credibility that 
informs decisions to remove students from school. I am concerned with how it is 
considered a natural event in the ways in which schools operate to remove students. 
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This provides a standard structure, or ‘operations manual’ for the ways in which 
students are removed from school when their actions interfere with the narrowly 
structured outcomes that validate curriculum standards. Processes such as this have 
limited the effectiveness of the Youth Options Guarantee.  
I am speaking back to a policy agenda that supports the Australian Curriculum. The 
Australian Curriculum is being situated as the dominant voice in educational 
respectability. This has occurred through the Commonwealth and the states 
combining to endorse the processes in place to implement the Australian Curriculum. 
Accountability based curriculum initiatives have positioned their value as more 
influential than active school cultures that emphasise more relational involvement 
with students. I am speaking back to wellbeing policy initiatives and procedures that 
advocate for cooperative effort between schools and agencies yet continue to fail 
young people by not challenging the actions of schools who allow students to be 
exited from schools.  
I am speaking back to the concentration of curriculum policy between the states that 
have engineered the importance of the Australian Curriculum as the single 
commonwealth and state response to how education should take place in this country. 
Downgrading the culturally diverse social map of Australia by compressing it into a 
single, flat, one-dimensional view of the world means curriculum is manufactured to 
serve the interests of economic competitiveness, and not the interests of learning. The 
Australian Curriculum aims to give meaning to what it is to be an Australian citizen, 
regardless of an individual student’s background, current situation and future 
aspirations. It will force Australian students to be placed under surveillance so they 
may be monitored against how they perform against measurable standards that define 
a restricted view of education. What this uncovers for Australian education is a set of 
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gate keeping exercises that students need to pass through before they can be admitted 
to Australian society. If they do not comply, the consequences are further alienation 
until they comply.  
For me, the installation of an Australian Curriculum draws into question what is of 
value in Australian education. It forces us to question how we value young learners 
and how we value the ways in which learning is best achieved. The introduction of 
measurable and standards based progression through the education system is 
dangerous as it sanitises and marginalises Australian students all at once. It does this 
through insisting that we should not appreciate difference and uniqueness, and it 
insists we should all behave in similar ways.  
I began this chapter by focusing on the Australian Curriculum and the importance it 
places on academic achievement. I have argued that defining education by insisting 
students are judged on pre-determined standards makes negotiated and relational 
curriculum redundant, when the Australian curriculum becomes a sponsored and 
efficient nationwide event. I have argued that my thesis explores relational and ethical 
education that calls for the involvement and participation of students as being central 
to the learning act. I want to emphasize the inequality I see in the Australian 
Curriculum using the ‘transparency’ of the My School website. I want to emphasise 
how schools continue to face significant contrasts and challenges that emerge from 
their students’ backgrounds and diversity. Students who come from backgrounds of 
disadvantage are placed in an unfair and untenable position when they are compared 
with other students. It places schools in an unreasonable position when they are 
dealing with the dual issues of competing with other schools, and managing the 
diversity student lives entail. When unfairness such as this is highlighted, by 
comparing students when their capacity to respond is not as developed as other 
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students the outcome means nothing. What is being tested here is a student’s capacity 
to be prepared to respond to questions in an appropriate manner, it says nothing about 
an individual’s innate capacity to learn and grow and develop.  
I want to end this chapter by forecasting how inevitable it is that actions such as the 
Australian Curriculum are bound to become irrelevant if the voice of students is not 
acknowledged. Ballarat is a small town. The profiles of the secondary schools and 
how they are represented on the My Schools website indicates the inequities students 
from backgrounds of disadvantage face when they compete with other students, 
particularly students from private schools.  
The My School website compares schools using a measure called ICSEA, the Index 
of Community Socio-Educational Advantage. ICSEA compares schools that are 
representative of similar student populations, and the data collected compare the 
occupations and education levels of parents in areas where the students attend school. 
Ballarat has ten schools providing secondary education. Six of these are private 
schools, and four are government schools. The four government schools are located in 
the four lowest positions on the ICSEA scale. The six private schools are all 
positioned above them. The fourth quartile is the lowest ranking in the ICSEA index, 
where educational attainment and occupational earnings are lowest. The first quartile 
is where educational attainment and occupational earnings are highest. All private 
schools have an ICSEA ranking of between 5% and 27% in the fourth quartile, the 
lowest ranked quartile. Government schools have a ranking of between 38% and 66% 
in the fourth quartile; again, the lowest ranked quartile. The reverse is also intriguing. 
The private schools have a ranking of between 51% and 33% in the first quartile; the 
highest ranked quartile. Government schools are ranked between 17% and 6% in the 
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first quartile, again, the highest ranked quartile (Australian Curriculum, Assessment 
and Reporting Authority, 2011a).  
What this tells me is that private school students have parents whose occupational 
status and educational attainment are higher than students in Government schools. 
This inequitable representation also tells me that Government school students have 
parents with consistently lower educational attainment and occupational status than 
the parents of students in private schools. This division draws out the enormous 
inconsistency in how students in private and public schools will respond to an 
Australian Curriculum that will become applicable to all students. This inequity will 
strengthen private schools and the values of economic competitiveness and 
nationalistic values, values that they may relate to, and consider normal. Schools and 
students who can respond positively to the Australian Curriculum will not question 
the motives behind an Australian Curriculum. In Government schools, the values that 
are represented will be more varied, more diverse and will be representative of 
merging cultures and social development that is at varying levels of development. All 
of these are real, and need to be valued for their unique place in what needs to be 
recognised as a continuing, emerging Australian identity.  
If we do need an Australian Curriculum, it needs to be relational in nature. It needs to 
seek the views of those it engages. It needs to know where students have come from, 
what their expectations are, and how they want to explore these expectations. It needs 
to know who they are as learners, and how they learn best. It must also challenge 
them, question them and urge them to achieve from what emerges in these 
conversations. Without this kind of relational engagement we will not be able to help 
establish who Australian students are and how they can grow as ethically aware 
citizens.  
59	  	  
We abandon our students by sweeping them all into the narrow focus of an Australian 
Curriculum. The wellbeing initiatives currently in place are inadequate as they are 
incapable of challenging the power discourses operating in schools. Challenges to 
standardised and outcomes driven curriculum will remain ineffectual unless the power 
discourses that allow students to walk out the school gate are exposed and supplanted 
with more representative discourses.  
How	  the	  operation	  of	  power	  in	  schools	  abandons	  students	  in	  the	  
Australian	  Curriculum	  	  
 
I argue in my thesis that the Australian Curriculum will become an extension, and a 
formalisation, of power discourses already evident in schools, and will move to 
normalise exclusion from school for some students. It will achieve this by increasing 
the focus, and legitimacy, of an already unrepresentative curriculum by formalising 
the discourses around power and by legislating to compel students to think and feel in 
similar ways.  
This will happen in the ways in which marginalised discourses conflict with dominant 
discourses in schools. It will influence the opinions formed by school communities of 
marginalised students, when the controlling discourses are the only ones heard. 
Marginalised students are recorded and exposed as being less able, less cooperative 
and less inclined than students who respond in what are considered more appropriate 
ways. This is enacted in the values the school documents and publishes in different 
formats as valid knowledge. This occurs through newsletters and official 
communications, the school uniform that provides visual confirmation of compliance, 
and adherence to a monological learning design. These practices are put in place so 
that students will provide evidence to the school of their compliance, validated by a 
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testing procedure that seeks evidence of how well students have internalised the 
required messages.  
For these reasons, my thesis seeks to explore more democratic forms of learning by 
analysing how forms of power are often unwittingly enacted in schools. Power 
discourses continue to maintain the conditions required to implement curriculum that 
tells the dominant stories and myths. These stories and myths comprise the content 
focus of the Australian Curriculum. The argument that I develop in this thesis, seeks 
ways in which to expose the Australian Curriculum as imposing learning principles 
that are flawed and damaged, and steeped in silos of unrepresentative stories and 
myths. This misrepresentation leads all students toward thinking in the same ways 
about who we are, how we got here, and why it must all be maintained. This is 
restraint that seeks to persuade us into being the same as everyone else.  
How	  the	  transfer	  of	  teacher	  agency	  is	  expressed	  in	  the	  Australian	  
Curriculum	  	  
 
The introduction of the Australian Curriculum removes the capacity for teachers to 
engage in a critically dynamic curriculum. Proscribing curriculum in this way 
marginalises teachers as it will restrict their classroom role to that of regulator. 
Monological types of learning eradicate teacher capacity to engage with students 
about the issues that shape the reasons for them attending school. It removes 
spontaneity and the right of dialogue in learning.  
The Australian Curriculum will put in place teacher and assessment practices that are 
attuned to ensure that students do not deviate from what is considered the ‘proper’ 
way to learn. It will ensure that they learn the endorsed curriculum. This will be 
enacted through an adherence to single mode assessment, prescriptive, non-alterable 
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curriculum and by promoting a monological way of acting. The Australian 
Curriculum will, furthermore, marginalise a cohort of students, and students will also 
move to disassociate themselves from forms of learning such as this. I argue that 
students should not learn in environments where conflict such as this is evident, and 
that the real and emerging student learning needs must be critically considered by 
classroom teachers.  
How power operates in schools and the discourses that give power its legitimacy, will 
help to impose a set of performance standards to be implemented by teachers, and be 
further bolstered by the introduction of the Australian Curriculum. The Australian 
Curriculum sets prerequisite standards to be understood and adhered to, that students 
must accept and respond to, before students can successfully engage in learning and 
achieve outcomes. Learning in this proscribed manner denies, for some teachers and 
students, their right to be who they want to be. The ways in which the Australian 
Curriculum manages the conflicts that will inevitably arise, place it in a position 
likely to expose its purpose as being flawed and unfair.  
How	  the	  Australian	  Curriculum	  denies	  the	  lived	  experience	  of	  
students	  	  
 
When curriculum decision-making denies student agency, this may be seen in a 
number of ways. First, students will be required to demonstrate competency against 
standards-based accountability measures that may bear little resemblance to the 
complexity and experiences that constitute their lives. It places students who are 
already disadvantaged by the system, at a further disadvantage. Secondly, it requires 
them to interpret and accept values that may be unfamiliar to them, before they 
understand learning is possible. Thirdly, placing barriers in the way of learning and 
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requiring students to respond to dominant values, students are denied their voice in 
school decisions they may wish to make for themselves, and about themselves.  
The nexus between how power discourses operate to marginalise and exclude 
students, and the creation of the Australian Curriculum that acts to determine how 
students should think and behave, have significant implications for Australian 
schools. It opens up the awful potential of curriculum design and practice, as well as 
how students organize their actions in schools, shaping who students should become, 
and not who they are, or could be. It will move to reject the values diverse 
communities are built on, their local cultures and traditions, and what makes them 
unique. It begins a process of apportioning those who are different and think 
differently as having no value and having views and opinions that are deficient, 
should they not correspond to what has been decided is of value by ACARA.  
Responding to the Australian Curriculum in this way, foregrounds how it is a limited 
and disrespectful learning process. It exposes its inception as a way to protect the core 
values that it seeks to implement. It seeks to establish ways in which to embed layers 
of unfair practice that lead to further, deeper and continuing levels of disadvantage. It 
acts to remove any credibility for how students think and act, and places students on a 
narrow focused learning trajectory where their learning pathway can be observed and 
tested.  
Why	  student	  agency	  and	  negotiation	  must	  influence	  student	  learning	  	  
 
The argument that I am suggesting here is that the practice of relational and ethical 
learning, requires a negotiated learning transaction to occur between the student and 
teacher for criticality, student-teacher agency, and identity formation to become 
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standard classroom practice. The argument I am seeking to advance in my thesis 
opposes the unrepresentative curriculum practice being developed through the 
Australian Curriculum. Instead of putting in place a monological curriculum where 
only one aspect of learning and selfhood is considered appropriate, I am arguing for 
ways in which to put in place democratic and negotiated learning structures. These are 
structures that must be inclusive of diversity, and are activated through relational and 
ethical interactions between students and teachers. What I seek to challenges is:  
the very structures of society that create a significant set of barriers and 
difficulties, some in solidarity with others, that result in enormous obstacles 
for the children of subordinate classes to come to school. But also, when these 
children come to school, they experience the same barriers and difficulty in 
staying in school to acquire the education to which they have a right (Friere, 
1993, p.31).  
If schools are to become relational and ethical spaces, they need to function as 
locations that are respectful of identity formation, unconventional family 
configurations, and genuinely alternative lifestyles. It is for these reasons that 
relational and ethical styles of pedagogy can be the inclusive means schools utilise to 
engage with students. Smyth (2008) suggests a more relational and active school 
culture. I maintain it also needs to be ethical (Foucault, 2008). The argument I seek to 
develop will put this together coherently and on a trajectory that is always respectful. 
Relational and ethical pedagogy is aware of how mass market education may be 
inclusive of all students and learning styles. Freire (1993, p.37) sets a similar goal:  
We want a progressive public-school system, not a demagogically populist 
one, which rejects elitism but does not show anger towards children who eat 
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and dress well. We want a truly competent public-school system: one that 
respects the ways of being of its students, their class and cultural patterns, 
their values, their knowledge, and their language-a school system that does not 
assess the intellectual potential of lower-class children with evaluation tools 
created for those whose class conditioning gives them an undeniable 
advantage over the former.  
My challenge to the Australian Curriculum is also structural. It is in the ways in 
which learning is organised around conservative conventions that are dominated by a 
single and monological way of being. Learning styles that entrap students into 
thinking in the same way must be re-configured. This means removing the timetable 
and classroom-based learning as the single organisational locus of how schools 
operate. This will dismantle the spaces where conformity is endorsed and 
implemented, and means schools must communicate with students about who they 
are, and what they want to achieve. I argue that schools need to respond to the various 
‘ways of being’ (Freire, 1993, p. 37) that students and their families live in, and this 
needs to be carefully considered when school programs are planned and organised. 
This will mean embracing ways of learning that are respectful of a student’s right to 
self-manage, and self-direct their own learning program. Learning such as this also 
needs to coexist alongside more structured and directed forms of learning. When 
schools do not engage in styles of learning that simultaneously meet the needs of all 
students, they place a cohort of students at a disadvantage, and their right to a quality 
education that develops them as ethical, human beings is abandoned. 
In the next chapter I will use voice to make visible the issues that emerge to blur what 
inclusive education can look like. I also want to use voice to reclaim inclusiveness as 
an individual act of identity that should not be categorised and incorporated into the 
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requirements of conservative curriculum design that are currently being fed into 
Australian schools. To foreground this, I will maintain that discourses around power 
are used to continue to confuse and define negatively, what identity formation can 
become.  
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CHAPTER	  THREE	  –	  USING	  VOICE	  TO	  PUNCTURE	  POLICY	  
Part	  one	  
	  
In the preceding chapter, the motif around power discourses I am exploring was 
examined through the imminent introduction of the Australian Curriculum. In chapter 
2, I commented on the ways in which standards-based learning acts to exclude 
students from school through denying how they may learn best. The insinuation of 
performativity standards into schools, and how these are activated through curriculum 
and outcomes, provides the conditions to determine how schools will value students 
and determine their ‘suitability’ to participate.  
A learning trajectory such as this alienates an individual from his or her right to 
ethically determine their own futures. It substitutes this with artificially contrived 
outcomes that place constraints on the type of person they may wish to become.  
It is these artificial and restrictive barriers to self-efficacy that provide the conceptual 
framework with which to discuss how conservative ideologies, that are reliant on 
discourses around power, needs a lens applied upon them in some detail. A 
conceptual framework such as this, that focuses on how neo-liberal standards are 
applied within schools needs to be positioned here, as it provides the basis for what 
follows in parts one and two of this chapter.  
Establishing a neo-liberal agenda within schools, which I am defining by rigid 
standardization of learning and success, is not something that exists or occurs of its 
own accord. It is a carefully crafted and sculpted economic agenda that manipulates 
power through controlling when, how and why curriculum is delivered. There are 
67	  	  
three ways in which this is achieved. The points that follow structure how I will 
respond to the standardization of learning within schools. These are: 
1.  School management: the establishment of discourses around power that 
control the organization of how schools operate and are organized. This 
includes controlling the curriculum and how time and space is utilized within 
schools.  
2. The professional lives of teachers: Controlling what is taught and how it is 
taught means manipulating how success is measured. Teachers are required to 
pass judgment on how well the projected conservative message is absorbed 
and understood by students. 
3. The ethical development of young lives: Students are subjected to surveillance 
at all times and their movement within schools is controlled and scheduled at 
all times to ensure their compliance.  
The ways that schools, teachers and students are controlled are the same ways in 
which individual identities within broader communities are forced to comply with a 
national identity that is defined by a conservative economic identity. This is 
something to be concerned about. Castells, (2010) hints at how globalised world 
economies require of its citizens a compliant identity with which to ensure the flow of 
productivity never wanes. In this scenario, the challenges to nationhood emerge 
through world economies that are becoming increasingly globalised; thereby ensuring 
that restrictive social practices are required to be established to combat the effects of 
globalization that heightens, or intensifies, capitalist competitiveness. These relentless 
and sophisticated controlling restrictions are sought out and implemented and result 
from the rise of seamless and unlimited connectivity, conflicting world-views 
supporting alternative views of terrorism and highly organized social protests. 
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Castells (2010) argues that conservatives acknowledge globalisation as a threat to 
state sovereignty and that the economic linking of nations threatens the 
competitiveness required of nation states to have a compliant workforce. This means 
that more refined forms of dominance and power are asserted over individual identity 
to ensure that production never wanes. Poulantzis (1978) noted that: 
What is specific to the capitalist state is that it absorbs social time and space, 
sets up the matrices of time and space and monopolises the organization of 
time and space that become, by the action of the state, networks of domination 
and power. This is how the modern nation is the product of the state (p.109). 
Poulantzis’ (1978) argument is economic, yet defining the need for the state to 
‘absorb’ (Poulantzis, 1978, p. 109) how time and space is allocated can be seen in the 
ways in which schools also control time and space through the curriculum and class-
based learning.  
Castells (2010) indicates that newer forms of cross-border fluidity directly challenge 
how older forms of dominance have operated and that these newer challenges to 
regular, nation-based identity force more sophisticated forms of dominance to be 
enacted. According to Castells, this forces upon us, ‘new procedures of power making 
and new principles of legitimacy’ (p. 304). 
This is the framework of dominance and power that also works within schools. Where 
challenges to school power are identified, they are supplanted with newer editions of 
the same basic flawed system. These are the mechanisms by which performativity-
driven curriculum seeks to control student identity through its need to support 
conservative economics. This model is in fear of students who may evolve along a 
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different life trajectory, something considered a challenge to the validity of a neo-
liberal mindset.  
Standardising identity and learning outcomes is the business model utilized by the 
Australian Curriculum. Making visible these links between schools and the 
conservative neo-liberal economy is important in reviewing how economic indicators 
influence education standards. Hartley (2006) indicates how globalizing societies are 
re-focusing schools towards an economic purpose. Hartley indicates how standards 
are cloaked with terminologies that mask the true intent of standardized learning, 
which is to fit within an economic production model. In relation to personalization 
Hartley notes how: ‘…the government’s avowal of the discourse of enjoyable, self-
centered personalization (or co-customisation) will be framed by the powers which 
the ‘system designer’ - the government - has assigned to itself’ (p. 12). As well, 
Hartley states that,   
In the current situation, where global capitalism is said to be placing fiscal 
pressures on public expenditure, new accommodations and justifications have 
to be made by governments as they continue to turn their education systems 
towards an economic purpose (p. 12). 
The school – economic model is taken up by Ball. In Politics and policy making in 
education – Explorations in Policy Sociology (1990), Ball talks of the ‘new 
vocationalist’ (p.71) nature of schools whereby they are considered unproductive if 
they, ‘fail to instill in their students the habits, attitudes and self-discipline which 
employers require of their workers’ (p.71). They are also considered guilty if they 
‘neglect basic skills…which means that school leavers are unprepared for the 
technical demands of the workplace’ (p.72).  
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There are more subtle and less self-indulgent ways in which the school – economic 
nexus can be made visible. Radin, (2001) in Contested Commodities: the Trouble with 
Trade in Sex, Children, Body Parts and Other Things, lists how individuals may 
become commodified, whereby education has equivalency with the economy. 
Objectification – treating persons and things instrumentally as manipulable at 
will.  
Fungibility – when they are fully interchangeable with no effect on their value 
to the holder.  
Commensurability – when their values can be arrayed as a function of one 
continuous variable or can be linearly ranked. 
Money equivalence – where the continuous variable in terms of which they 
can be ranked is monetary value (p. 118). 
Descriptions of how individuals may be commodified such as this draws out how the 
performativity roles that schools are assuming, is inevitably linked to the functions of 
the economy. The role that teachers are expected to assume, and the roles that 
students are expected to adopt, is as a functionary of the economic system, where the 
value placed on standardized testing and assessment can be described as being of 
economic value rather than of educational value. Teachers become unwilling 
participants whose role it is to screen student suitability then modify the behavior of 
students who may be unwilling to participate in meeting the required performativity 
demands. Ball (2003) argues that the new performativity finds ways in which to mask 
and redefine how controlling the work of teachers is maintained. Ball (2003) 
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identifies ‘three policy technologies, the market, managerialism and performativity’ 
(p.215), and explains how:  
performativity is a technology, a culture and a mode of regulation that 
employs judgments, comparisons and displays as means of incentive, control 
attrition and change – based on rewards and sanctions (both material and 
symbolic (p.216). 
Teachers are expected to internalise these ‘technologies’ without question as the 
required standardized learning pathways employed by schools to determine how 
successful student outcomes may be achieved. Actions such as these are tactics that 
re-position and shift public perception of how success in schools is viewed. 
Moss and Schultz (2001) suggest that school-based standards result from wide 
ranging consensus. They suggest that consensus is constructed through a widely 
skewed process that favours the controllers of the process. They note that consensus is 
a participatory process whereby policy makers, administrators, teachers, academics 
and parents consult widely, then modify and design what standardized learning looks 
like. They also acknowledge, ‘a dominant emphasis on consensus risks masking 
diversity resident in the community and relinquishing authority for consequential 
decisions to assessment developers who work in far less public circumstances’ (p. 
63).  
The blueprint that applies standards within schools is firmly embedded in neo-liberal 
economic reasoning, and this influences student achievement and outcomes. Students 
become units, or commodities to be measured and made use of rather than made into 
ethical beings. As McLaren, (2003) notes, ‘many educators and psychometricians 
agree that using a single test score to make a high-stakes determination represents an 
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ethical abuse’ (p. 44). McLaren points out the nexus between how economic neo-
liberalism ‘brands’ learning by making it a product rather than a process. McLaren, 
(2003), notes, ‘Of course, such tests limit the amount of time that can be allotted to 
discussing critical social issues. It serves as an effective policing device – an 
ideological prophylactic – for keeping oppositional discourses and practices out of the 
classroom’ (p. 44). 
The standardization of learning forces educators to be accountable to a particular view 
of what constitutes knowledge. This entirely disregards Kincheloe’s (2008) point: 
A critical pedagogy maintains that in order to contribute to the effort to 
improve education, teachers, students, parents, politicians and community 
members must gain a more textured understanding of the momentous issues 
being discussed here’ (p. 14).  
Kincheloe’s point is, when education is simplistically reduced to mathematical 
measuring of individual endeavor, both students and teachers are significantly 
devalued. Kincheloe puts it this way, ‘simplicity sells, complexity doesn’t (p. 14). 
National curriculum initiatives such as the Australian Curriculum are examples of 
lazy consensus, where the simplicity and ease by which conservative messages are 
packaged and then sold to the highest bidder, in this case the teachers who can sell the 
message in the best way possible, and the students who can regurgitate this 
information, provide ‘dumbed down’, and pre-packaged ‘new knowledge’, that seeps 
through communities worldwide. It is not going too far to suggest that cultural 
examples of this phenomenon may be evident in the explosive growth of reality-
styled talent programs that convert talent into a commodity. Contestants are expected 
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to follow rigid and stringent guidelines whereby success is decided by program 
ratings, rather than the talent of the performer. 
In part 1 that follows, I begin to push back against negative discourses that 
marginalize critical pedagogy and critical learning. What I intend to make visible is 
the nexus existing between national curriculum initiatives, the intelligent and stealthy 
ways in which conservative economics re-models the same messages of domination, 
and how these messages are delivered through the devastating impact of standards- 
based, performativity outcomes within schools. 
In part one of this chapter, I intend to explore literature that speaks back to power 
discourses that inform current teaching practice, and the ways in which voice and 
agency are disregarded for those that power intends to control. In part two, I want to 
foreground alternative ways of acknowledging identity formation and how these more 
relational and ethical ways of being need to be embedded within schools as an act of 
educational morality. 
The literature I am discussing here has helped me to clarify the argument I am 
developing, for relational and ethical education that is responsive to self-initiated 
identity formation. It makes visible what education may look like, when it is 
respectful, and inclusive, of diverse, and culturally different lifestyles. The literature I 
have selected makes visible how exclusionary discourses continue to have an adverse 
effect on young lives. Reviewing this literature has assisted me to sharpen my 
research focus and enabled me to understand what relational, and ethical, learning can 
look like. It has allowed me to think through what may be insinuated into allegedly 
inclusive, state funded education. It is through the literature that I have been able to 
understand where I am positioned in my research.  
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I have positioned my research focus around the ways in which power discourses that 
operate in schools act to dissolve student agency and voice. This causes disruption to 
learning and it influences the exclusion of potentially proficient students. For me, 
relational and ethical education commences from the ideas and aspirations of what 
individuals recognize as important for their personal development of identity. It has 
been notable for me as a researcher, to contemplate and understand literature that 
speaks back to unrepresentative discourses.  
The literature I have drawn on has focused my thinking around what schools should 
be aspiring to do for their students, and most notably, where some of the silences in 
schools are to be found. The silences that have become apparent to me are the ways in 
which power is exercised and continues to remain unchallenged in school 
administrative structures. These silences occur in the ways in which schools organize, 
teach and manage their students to achieve common outcomes. These unchallenged 
outcomes are generally not inclusive of what my co-researchers, the students in this 
study, are saying. Students reveal these structures to be a significant contributor to 
their exclusion. What students identify are the structures that remain in place to 
maintain power, and that make power visible through silencing any form of dissent. In 
mainstream and state-funded education, these structures have remained largely 
unchallenged.  
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Power	  and	  exclusion	  in	  education	  
 
From reading the literature, it has become apparent that discourses around power in 
schools, stifle, stunt, and aggravate the development of individual student potential. It 
is necessary, therefore, to make visible what power is, and how it operates. Power 
discourses are the ways in which power is hegemonically embedded in the 
exclusionary practices in which schools engage. Power acts to disrupt and dislocate 
young people from schools. I am arguing in this thesis, that exclusionary discourses 
are structured to operate in schools, to oppose and obstruct inclusionary learning 
environments. These discourses emerge through regimes of testing, and outcomes that 
are implemented through restrictive teaching styles. These instructional teaching 
styles formulate assessment regimes that rank students, according to ability and 
competence, in monological ways.  
The literature that I have selected here makes visible the ways in which power is 
structured and exercised in mainstream schools. This literature foregrounds the ways 
in which power discourses operate to shape conformity then insinuate learning 
outcomes that act to rank students hierarchically as the dominant organizational and 
learning structures in schools. Normalizing activities such as this, work to legitimise 
exclusionary practices that ease students out of school.  These activities usually occur 
without protest, often without any questions, and are repeatedly endorsed as the ‘best’ 
outcome for the student.  
In the previous chapter I examined the damaging impact the Australian Curriculum 
will have on students. In the next section, and as an intrinsic part of this literature 
review, I will examine the current federal educational agenda against the current state 
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Government policy framework, and review how these policies will react with 
diversity, where a policy clash does appear to be imminent.  
The	  problem	  with	  policy:	  the	  Blueprint	  for	  Government	  School	  
Education,	  and	  the	  Australian	  Curriculum	  	  
 
The threatened introduction of the standards infused Australian Curriculum into the 
Victorian education landscape, will inevitably see both become confused and inert 
when they intersect in practice. 
The current Victorian Government policy agenda, The Blueprint for Government 
Schools in Victoria, legislates that all Victorian schools are to manage students with 
diverse needs in education (Department of Education and Early Childhood 
Development, 2011). The Blueprint remains the Victorian Government’s education 
policy agenda, despite the imminent introduction of the Australian Curriculum. The 
Blueprint claims to recognize that student diversity may be interpreted along many 
different continuums, and it promotes various forms of student engagement. 
Superficially, it may be read as a document promoting educational inclusion. Yet 
schools respond to the Blueprint, and its allegedly ‘inclusive’ nature, by continuing to 
invest in local alternative programs that operate on sites that are separate, and located 
away from schools. These locally generated, alternative programs move to separate 
students who do not comply from those students who do comply. Manufacturing this 
‘rift’ between students acts, all at once, to punish noncompliance and highlight the 
consequences of behaving badly in school; it is not inclusionary. The Victorian 
Government’s Blueprint policy document embeds inclusionary education as a basic 
principle of state education, yet exclusionary practices continue to exist. Locally, this 
is evident in the Main Lead Region, where the rift between students who attend 
77	  	  
school, and students who are enrolled, yet not attending, is quite evident. Four 
hundred and twenty students are enrolled in out-of-school learning programs, and an 
estimated five hundred and eighty students remain out of the mainstream education 
system. If these students were actively located within a school that catered for their 
needs as learners, these 1000 students could become the fifth largest school in the 
region. If these students were not regarded as ‘deficits’, and ‘Othered’ into 
alternatives or removed from school entirely, the funding they would attract, and to 
which they are entitled, is significant. If they were mobilized into a school that 
embraced a philosophy based on ethical development, and with a relational culture, 
the institution they attended would be able to access six million, nine hundred 
thousand dollars. I will argue here, that this will not take place while schools have to 
contend with the forthcoming, and outcomes focused, Australian Curriculum. When 
these two policies intersect, their collision can only create confusion.  
A Federal-State policy dispute continues to be an ongoing source of irritation with the 
introduction of the Australian Curriculum. Such disputation will foreground the 
widening gulf in how learning uniformity, and the sameness that is promoted in the 
Australian Curriculum, is contrasted against the apparent inclusive nature of the 
Victorian Government’s Blueprint for School Education. This policy conflict amounts 
to a complicated ideological space that is being created. It assumes that both state and 
federal policy initiatives are required to be blended, yet both of these policies remain 
structurally unsound and impenetrable. They are both denying the various ways in 
which teacher, and student agency, may be foregrounded as a means for the student-
teacher transaction to be enacted as a negotiated process. The Australian Curriculum 
requires standardised tests to be implemented. Currently, outcomes such as these are 
valued as the only acceptable way in which success in Australian schools is measured. 
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The Blueprint requires no such testing, or monitoring, of the inclusionary practice that 
it promotes to ensure that inclusion is a target set by schools. This means that the 
inherent value of inclusion becomes limited because it is not valued by any system-
wide evaluation. 
Policy,	  power	  and	  tension	  
Within this landscape of complex policy tension, Smyth (2010) articulates the role of 
policy ethnography and how these tensions may be foregrounded in the space around 
federal and state policy. These policies are meant to simultaneously diminish 
disengagement and provide pathways to successful participation in education. Within 
the complex set of directions that are established by these two policy initiatives, it is 
difficult to discern how active, relational and ethical forms of education may be 
successfully initiated, or indeed even blended, to ensure student success within a 
range of alternative individual identity formations that students may wish to pursue.  
The Victorian Government’s Blueprint lists twenty strategies and actions to reform 
state education in Victoria. There are several examples that are noted in the Blueprint 
that seek to improve learning; through establishing community hubs, implementing 
place based approaches to learning, and meeting the diverse needs of all learners. 
Initiatives such as these, talk about service integration and how broader partnerships 
with community agencies may be established. They seek to radically re-think 
education services, promote alternative approaches to learning, and explore how 
learning spaces may be re-configured. These approaches to learning cannot be 
reconciled with some of the more rigid, and performance-based actions that are also 
evident in the same document. What I wish to point out here is where the policy 
tensions I am seeking to foreground become glaringly evident. In the same document, 
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there are other strategies and actions that list clear standards, and high expectations. 
These include, for example: first, the implementation of the Victorian Essential 
Learning Standards. These accepted standards are those expected of students within a 
particular age range. Secondly, classroom intervention practices to improve 
performance when children, and young people’s performance in school falls behind 
expectations. Thirdly, national testing in Literacy and Numeracy in years three, five, 
seven and nine, as well as the publishing of clear standards for educational provision 
that foregrounds the importance of these standards. (Department of Education and 
Early Childhood Development, 2008, p. 26-37). These are interventionist tactics, and 
are based on scaffolding student academic performance so that it will fall within the 
same learning bands, and ability and age groupings. The purpose here is to monitor 
and standardise behaviour, and academic performance, to ensure the same 
conservative doctrine is adhered to, by all students. I want to point out that, as policy, 
it does not meet the diverse needs of all students. 
Policy tensions such as these act to force teachers to position themselves as being 
either guided by more relational styles of teaching, or to comply with the more 
outcomes oriented styles of teaching that the Australian Curriculum is advocating. For 
teachers, decisions such as these will be based on their particular educational and 
ideological orientation, or it may be influenced by the degree to which they have 
‘listened to’, and have been influenced by, this policy direction. Teachers may be 
manipulated by the alleged certainty, visibility or rigor of such outcomes-driven 
instructional learning, as the best way to coach their students along what amounts to a 
fabricated continuum of manufactured success. In the next section, I want to discuss 
from the literature, what inclusive learning can look like and some of the frustrations 
that emerge to complicate inclusion. 
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Locating	  alternative	  learning	  away	  from	  mainstream	  schools	  	  
 
The literature I have selected, discusses how schools can respond inclusively and 
relationally. This occurs, most notably, when student behaviour and actions have 
exceeded what is considered to be acceptable and appropriate behaviour within the 
normalized guidelines under which schools are currently operating. In situations such 
as these, students are removed and taught in other locations. What remains unclear in 
the literature is how inclusive forms of learning may be insinuated into state funded 
education systems, and it is these silences I want to pursue.  
Friere (1993) argued for a learning model to reconstruct Brazilian public education 
that was respectful of all young lives, and in particular, one that respected their ‘class, 
and cultural patterns, their values, their knowledge, and their language’ (p. 37).  Friere 
commented on the conditions that are required to be put in place in a public education 
system that is at once inclusive, and respectful, of all participants. As Freire (1993) 
put it: 
In the first place I would like to refute the concept of dropout. The Brazilian 
poor children do not drop out of school; they don’t leave school because they 
want to. The Brazilian poor children are expelled from school, not obviously 
because of this or that teacher, for a reason of pure personal antipathy, expels 
these students or flunks them. It is the very structures of society that create a 
serious set of barriers and difficulties, some in solidarity with others, that 
result in enormous obstacles for the children of the subordinate classes to 
come to school. But also, when these children come to school, they experience 
the same barriers and difficulties in staying in school to acquire the education 
to which they have a right. (pp. 30-31)  
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Freire was mindful of the structures in place in social systems that control individuals, 
that keep watch over students acting and performing differently, and that are always 
willing to pass judgment over a student’s right to access school. I am asserting this 
remains evident today, in the ways in which schools are replicating conservative 
social structures that demonstrate a willingness to dislodge students from school, if 
they do not mimic the behaviours required of them for conservative success.  
Freire comments on the ‘barriers and difficulties in staying in school to acquire the 
education to which they have a right’ (1993, p. 31), and this makes visible a 
significant silence in the literature, and one I want to emphasize in my thesis. This 
concerns the ways in which hegemonic power discourses create the structural 
conditions that are represented by the timetable, and classroom learning conditions 
that allow students to be observed and manipulated. It is in the process of 
observations that comparisons between student behaviours can be established. 
Observations foreground how behaviour types can be classified as more suitable than 
others, and these act to characterize students as either compliant, or non-compliant. 
When behaviours such as these are established as the dominant discourses that 
schools have embraced, they are then reflected in the testing and the performativity 
procedures that determine success. These performativity regimes become the valued 
and sought after requirements for university entrance, as well as the requirements for 
entry into valued positions in the workforce. Students, who refuse to accept these 
imposed prerequisites for success, are discarded as unimportant. Their learning needs 
become backgrounded and marginalised. As Freire alludes to, their needs as learners 
are not indicative of the dominant social values schools imitate.  
Fantini (1976) and Graubard (1974) describe the influences that limit the 
implementation of fully inclusive and state funded education. They suggest how 
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alternative, free or community based learning models have come into existence 
around three principles. The three principles I am identifying here are; (1) deficit-
based models; (2) ideologically based models; or (3) models of learning that are 
steeped in a minority cause learning philosophy. The ways in which inclusion, 
creativity and social justice have been foregrounded and valued in education has 
meant that students, teachers and administrators have been required to seek out and 
apply relational styles of learning in venues that are located away from mainstream 
schools. The ways in which diversity and personalization are acknowledged as 
valuable, has meant implementing learning through styles of teaching that are not 
acceptable in mainstream schools (Fantini, 1976; Graubard, 1974). I am arguing here, 
that alternative forms of learning do exist, and that they have been documented as 
relational models that are driven by an active school culture (Smyth et al., 2000). I 
have been unable, however, to identify examples of public funded education where 
the philosophy that guides the education system, is also located within a learning 
culture that values teacher and student criticality, and is intensively and emotionally 
shaped by a relational and active school structure. What remains however, is that 
when contemporary student learning needs have been foregrounded, and have 
replaced dominant, structural and organisational school models, this has occurred in 
programs that have physically and geographically operated away from publically 
funded education. Inclusion remains a system ideal but, for some students, it occurs 
only on conservative terms that either embrace them, or alienate them. In the next 
section, I will be responding to literature that makes visible how power silences 
diversity. 
Silencing	  discourses	  within	  schools:	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  power	  informs	  
exclusion	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Discourses that shape how power operates, and how these discourses influence 
exclusion, emerge in the literature as dominant themes and are explored by a number 
of writers. Curriculum that is not representative of the lives lived by students, is a 
theme explored by Fine (1991). Fine elaborates on influences that things such as 
neglect, overwork, and the systematized processes that are evident in the 
administrative work burdens required to implement performance-based outcomes, 
actually have on the time available for teachers to teach students. Fine writes about 
the ways in which students learn to read the hidden prompts for successful 
participation in school, before they are able to attempt to access the curriculum. Fine 
elaborates on how student resistance in schools, in instances such as these, is defined 
as non-conformist behaviour. This leaves dissenting student voice in schools as 
having no value. Fine (1991) describes the process of how students are silenced in this 
way, when student voice, if it is critical of school policy, is categorised within the 
school as abnormal. Fine is asserting here that student voice, when it challenges the 
dominant discourses that describe what conformist behaviour looks like, will be 
challenged by school administrators. Non-conformist behaviour such as this will be 
‘signified’ and made visible within the school as marginal behaviour. Fine describes 
how dissenting behaviour, such as critical student voice and alternative identity 
formation, becomes deviant and not simply different, when it challenges conformity 
within a school. Different behaviour becomes ‘illuminated’ and is then subjected to 
increased scrutiny from school administrators. Student voice in instances such as this, 
when it speaks back to dominant discourses, is often silenced as a perceived threat. 
Fine (1991), points to how the silencing of students is a method of control and how 
this can bring about student dislocation by excluding student voice as a legitimate and 
authorised form of expression.  
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Foucault (1977) and Fine (1991) examine the normalizing of individuals as a 
structural response that enables, and often causes, exclusion.  When non-conformist 
behaviour becomes identifiably different to behaviour that conforms to dominant 
discourses, and when forms of localised educational insurgencies are enacted to resist 
this, it is these types of behaviour that do challenge what is accepted as normal 
behaviour in schools. Ruck, Harris, Fine and Freudenberg, in Globalising the streets: 
Cross-cultural perspectives on youth, social control, and empowerment (2008), 
describe how the constant surveillance over young people damages youth confidence. 
The authors note that ‘public authorities supposed to protect and public sites supposed 
to educate have morphed into sites and relations suffused with suspicion, 
vulnerability, and betrayal’ (p.15). They further contend that ‘those who presumably 
protect (ironically or not) place many youth at great risk; sites in which help is 
supposed to be available are, at best, marbled with liberatory possibilities and 
predatory surveillance’ (p.15). The suggestion here is that young people who are 
refusing to acquiesce to discourses around power are in some way forgoing their right 
to feel safe, protected and valued. So, for young people who are subjected to this 
neglect and ambivalence, this can mean that ‘heightened surveillance breeds 
heightened suspicion’ (p.17). These neglectful attitudes towards students, and that do 
foreground a rejection of a student’s right to a duty of care can then become 
foregrounded by school administrators as a threat to normal school practices. Should 
students reject these discourses through whatever means they believe will speak back 
forcefully, the conditions are created for repressive acts to follow.  
In Revolutionising Education (2008), Cammarota and Fine argue that rather than 
persisting with rigorous techniques of surveillance, schools must initiate learning 
processes that allow for ‘youth participatory action research’ (p.2). The question they 
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ask is, ‘how do youth learn the skills of critical enquiry and resistance within formal 
development, research collectives and/or educational settings’?  For many young 
people, the complexities of simply ‘being’ can only be understood when opportunities 
are provided to them, to research what is important in their lives or the spaces they 
occupy as individuals. As Cammarota and Fine put it, ‘The dawning of awareness 
emerges from a critical study of social institutions and processes influencing one’s 
life course, and his/her capacity to see differently, to act anew, to provoke change’ (p. 
3). Providing opportunities to young people such as these described by Cammatota 
and Fine, authorize young people to examine critically and comment on any aspect of 
their social lives that is restrictive or threatening to them. As an intellectually enabling 
act of empowerment, it becomes a critical educational act that politicizes the 
curriculum. It establishes students as learners with agency, and values and respects 
them as integral to their community. It simply re-establishes young people as having a 
voice, and validates the right of young people to critically scrutinize discourses 
around power as a pedagogically valid educational outcome. It achieves this by 
forcing curriculum to become a transformative discourse that acts to re-position 
learning as emancipatory. As Cammarota and Fine (2008) suggest, acts of ‘youth 
participatory action research’ (p. 2) should not be ‘self-defeating or conformist’ (p. 3). 
It must embrace criticality by being what Slaughter (1989) describes as ‘ A critical 
postmodern research (that) requires researchers to construct their perception of the 
world anew, not just in random ways but in a manner that undermines what appears 
natural, that opens to question what appears obvious’ (pp. 255-270).  This means that 
for some students however, they need to develop the capacity to become critically 
aware learner/researchers. This can provide curriculum opportunities that can enable a 
meaningful and alternative way of forming identity. However, when challenges 
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similar to this occur in schools, and when resistance to these challenges is enacted, 
schools respond to these behaviours with increasing levels of suppression, until 
dissent such as this can no longer be managed and contained within the school. 
Resistant behaviours such as these are then silenced when student bodies are socially, 
emotionally, and physically excluded from school. This also occurs when students are 
surreptitiously told they no longer identify with the culture of the school. Fine 
describes this as the techniques and processes schools go through, sometimes in 
elaborate ways, to exclude students.  The silencing of students becomes a formal 
reaction by schools to student dissent when schools actively fail to respond to student 
needs. Techniques of suppression are enacted to make students who are silenced as 
anonymous as ghosts within the school system.  
Student silencing can occur when their location in the school may be tracked at any 
time through the identification of their class grouping. This is identifiable on the 
timetable, and by the ways in which subject-based learning is organized. Schools are 
then able to relentlessly monitor students through this structural hierarchy. This 
makes identifying dissent easy. As Fine (1991) notes, ‘The bureaucracy organises 
toward anonymity as well as hierarchy, for students and for teachers’ (p. 158). 
The ways in which power is institutionalized, and the ways it influences exclusion, as 
described by Fine, is discussed further in the work of Brown and Rodriguez (2009). 
Their studies of two Latino males, who experience exclusion through discourses that 
shape learning and identity, show how these discourses influence their decision to 
withdraw from school. Brown and Rodriguez make visible the ways in which schools 
monitor and organize student behaviour according to the student’s ability to adjust to, 
or oppose, the structures that govern learning. Brown and Rodriguez are suggesting 
that this occurs through the anonymous application of discipline that is practiced on 
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students, by schools. Brown and Rodriguez put forward in their argument that a 
relentless regimentation of an ordered social and learning hierarchy works within 
schools to suppress and conceal the individuality of students, teachers and 
administrators.  
According to Brown and Rodriguez, what emerges in these discourses that act to 
conceal and shape identity, are how school processes are enacted through school rules 
and regulations that act to limit, and regulate, the types of behaviours and actions that 
schools deem to be inappropriate. Furthermore, Brown and Rodriguez claim these 
discourses act to formalise the exclusion of students. They also note how the 
behaviours and actions that are deemed acceptable for all learners are encouraged by 
schools. These are illuminating and worthwhile studies that expose the hegemony of 
discourses around power. The work of Fine (1991) and Brown and Rodriguez (2009) 
does seek to challenge the ways in which lives in schools are monitored through 
categorizing behaviours that are either acceptable or unacceptable. They seek to make 
visible the ways in which schools and teachers need to become critical activists in the 
ways they work with students, and work with the diversity of contemporary young 
lives. The reality for many students leading contemporary lives is being expressed by 
their willingness to give up school and walk out the school gate never to return..  
The literature that I have selected here, suggests that power influences the ways in 
which educational success is becoming more dependent on a student’s capacity to 
comply, rather than on a capacity to think. In the literature, this becomes evident in 
the structural inflexibility demonstrated by mainstream schools. This is heightened in 
schools by their failure to recognize how deficit-based learning, either in school or in 
re-programming ‘alternatives’, places students at a disadvantage as it denies student 
agency within the school. Denying agency then allows schools to create measurable, 
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educational ‘distances’ between students by implementing school selected and limited 
curriculum choices. It is for these reasons that curriculum opportunities need to be 
initiated through processes of criticality and negotiation. Learning needs to be 
represented by appropriate, and multiple, learning and evaluation opportunities that 
are, and as yet, not otherwise available to students. These are learning approaches that 
endorse thinking, experimentation and negotiation. Learning opportunities such as 
these achieve this aim simply by insinuating a lack of certainty and accountability in 
the ways they approach the learning transaction. This means students and teachers 
need to rely on co-constructing a learning transaction through negotiation. This denies 
the certainty and accountability that are the requirements of the conservatives. It is 
standardized, regimented and conservative curriculum practices such as these that 
operate by meeting outcomes, timelines and deadlines that transform learning into 
nothing more than mere basic instruction. It is practices such as these, that continually 
block any challenges to how schools are functioning structurally, and these 
controlling structures, are the ways in which schools get students to conform. The 
way unresponsive curriculum such as this operates in schools, is by implementing 
strategies that formalize and normalize student behaviour. If students reject this, they 
are excluded. In instances such as these, the marginalisation of students becomes 
foregrounded and, inevitably, student dissent is silenced. Structural and administrative 
practices such as these become embedded as the normalized and expected responses 
within schools, to exclude students who demonstrate a willingness to shape their own 
identity.  The following section examines how discourses around power act to create 
localized versions of knowledge that become embedded in schools, as versions of 
truth. 
89	  	  
Schools,	  power	  and	  exclusion	  	  
 
Lodge and Lynch (2000) examine the ways in which power relationships are central 
to how schools are managed. As I have previously discussed from Fine (1991) and 
Brown and Rodriguez (2009), Lodge and Lynch (2000) assert that schools are 
structured around dominant forms of knowledge that are manufactured by discourses 
around power. Exclusionary practices that remove students from school derive from 
the ways in which power is then legitimized, as a localized version of truth, to 
authorize the exclusion of students.  Lodge and Lynch argue that dysfunctional 
families, or families with low socioeconomic status, are not necessarily to blame. 
What this makes visible, is how a lack of social justice and entrenched institutional 
neglect, need to be foregrounded as the causes of student dislocation, when students 
from these groups are excluded. Lodge and Lynch (2000) allege a lack of respect is at 
the heart of the way schools are structured. They argue that little ‘consultation’ (p. 48) 
with students, as well as lack of space to exercise ‘self-determination’ (p. 48) and a 
lack of recognition of ‘privacy and autonomy’(p. 48), lead to one of the most 
significant questions confronting power relationships in schools. This concerns, 
‘….the extent to which students’ lives within them (schools) is tightly controlled in 
terms of time and space’ (p. 55). For me, this comment is critical. I need to reflect 
here, on some of the comments from my co-researchers, the students in this research 
study, and how they have helped me to interpret, with some clarity, this notion of time 
and space that Lodge and Lynch raise. It is one of the central issues that needs to be 
foregrounded, and ‘opened up’ for further analysis in relation to how power in 
schools is exercised and maintained. 
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I will be suggesting later in my thesis that schools may need to be forced to break the 
monopoly they exert, in rigidly managing students within classrooms and through the 
timetable, to open up genuine partnerships and negotiated learning transactions within 
schools. Removing the necessity for students to sit together in age and ability 
appropriate classrooms, where all students compete and complete the same 
curriculum, removes power from school administrators and acts to insinuate criticality 
in to how students learn. Without the classroom, and without the timetable, schools 
are left with little choice but to engage productively and relationally with their 
students in meaningful and respectful ways. In the next section I will begin to look 
towards some of the more critical and active ways in which teaching and learning 
may be a cooperative, and satisfying, experience for both teachers and students. What 
I also intend to explore in more depth at a later time, is a deeper understanding of 
what personalized learning can look like for public, state funded education. In the 
next section, I want to explore how student dissent may be viewed from a different 
perspective.  
Making	  visible	  the	  assets	  of	  the	  excluded	  	  
 
Fine and Rosenberg (1983) challenge the ways in which some students are profiled as 
dissenting, troubled, have low self-esteem and grow up in non-supportive 
environments. Fine and Rosenberg argue that profiles such as these are also 
appropriate to students who do not withdraw from school. They argue that students 
who exclude themselves from school, are often more likely to be ‘most willing to 
resist an unjust act by a teacher’ and are ‘relatively not depressed’ (Fine & Rosenberg, 
1983, p. 265). Types of critically active behaviour such as this, do make visible within 
schools the learning and relational assets that many students possess, as well as their 
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assertiveness and their ability to be ‘active’ learners. They claim that assets such as 
these are generally denied to students within schools, if they do not correspond to the 
more dominant, and hegemonic discourses that determine how students should act in 
schools. Assertive and ‘active’ student behaviour that does not replicate these more 
narrow and conservative ways of being, become the signifiers that define and 
determine the ‘tipping point’ schools initiate to exclude students, both overtly and 
covertly. Exclusion in this instance may also be influenced through insisting that 
students complete threadbare and mundane curriculum options. This foregrounds how 
current school management practices cannot engage successfully with contemporary 
student lives. These management practices further act to suppress student dissent 
through not being able to recognize that excluded students may think differently, and 
more broadly, than what is being offered within the proscribed curriculum. 
Inappropriate student behaviour may not be an issue in instances such as this, and 
these students may generally be well supported and happy. To me, this indicates that 
the ways in which students are managed remains influenced by discourses around 
power, and not whether students are inherently incapable of meeting conservative 
outcomes, or cannot be managed in a school. Exclusion from school is defined by the 
ways in which lives in schools are judged according to the level of disruption, or 
support, they offer the organization. 
Surrogate	  ideologies,	  and	  attitudes	  towards	  inclusion	  	  
 
Inclusive education is an educational ideal that is expressed by writers in many ways. 
What I hope to explore in this section are several examples of educational ideologies 
that are inclusive, and that are notable for the ways that they engage with young 
people, yet they are not considered to be valid enough examples of educational 
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practice that can become an intrinsic part of state-funded education. It is precisely for 
this reason that I wish to explore here, what may be learned from these examples of 
inclusive education, so they may be moved from outside the school gate, to inside the 
school gate. For this to occur, discourses around power do need to be dismantled so 
that they may be supplanted by inclusive educational practice that is managed within 
publicly funded education, and not in exclusive or specialist or private schools.   
Educational writers like Illich, Freire and Dewey, do advocate for more critically 
active, and negotiated learning models that can be considered to be examples of 
inclusive educational practice. For these writers, this means opening up spaces where 
students may manage their own learning. All three writers however, do position their 
writing around the ways in which discourses around power act to influence school 
organizational practice, to exclude non-conforming students from school.  
Illich (1973) argues that a reconstruction of the school system that is influenced by an 
active school culture can lead to improved learning outcomes for students. IIlich, 
however, does not consider how critically active and inclusive forms of pedagogy can 
be reconstructed within the context of state-based, and publicly-funded, education 
systems. This is a critical issue for me and, later in my thesis I will be seeking out 
ways to make visible how critical, self-directed and self-managed forms of learning 
can be implemented in inclusive ways within a publicly funded education system. For 
this to be achieved, teachers and students will need to respond vigorously to, and 
speak back assertively to, discourses around power that exclude students from school.  
Illich makes visible why he believes that education and learning need to be reframed 
around individual student learning requirements, and not around the ways that schools 
are organized administratively. When schools are organized in this way, to suit the 
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needs of the organization over the needs of the student, it suits the requirements of the 
conservatives who wield power. Illich’s argument is constructed around how he 
believes schools control and exert power. Illich argues that discourses around power, 
and these are the discourses inside schools that influence exclusion, become visible 
when the performativity based outcomes that students are forced to complete, 
masquerade as teaching and learning. These conservative performance outcomes 
become confused with what learning is, or how any form of critical engagement can 
lead to liberating the individual. Illich  (1973) argues that performance-based 
curriculum is implemented as a form of ‘social control’ (p.19). This happens when 
curriculum is influenced through locally derived and established forms of knowledge 
that are established within a school to support a conservative way of being. When this 
happens without any opposition, it then becomes a localised version of truth that 
supports students being taught in conservative and monological ways. IIlich’s 
argument that links discourses around power, to how students are excluded from 
school, continues to resonate today. Illich (1973) argues that control is exercised upon 
students in schools, when schools offer selected curriculum options that are 
supportive of conservative discourses. This maintains the curriculum as the means 
used to provide a conservative ideology to students. This happens through only 
allowing controlled and selective subject choices to be offered to students, and 
ensuring that these are supportive of neo-liberal identity formation. Illich (1973) 
suggests that this reduces student exposure to styles of teaching and learning that are 
supportive of relational and ethical forms of student engagement. (pp.17-57). Illich 
suggests that student lives can be marginalized when they are categorised. He argues 
that this occurs when more relational styles of learning are backgrounded, and where 
deficit styled learning programs are foregrounded. What this means for students, is 
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that alternative learning spaces are considered as more appropriate locations within 
which to re-train students who have been excluded from schools, rather than the more 
diverse needs of students being considered, and acted upon, within a public education 
system that is genuinely inclusive.  
Illich identifies with politically inspired and liberation styled forms of learning that 
have a common political aim. He is not motivated by critical and negotiated styles of 
learning that emerge from individual need. For me, this indicates that the conditions 
Illich requires for learning to take place are dependent on political upheaval for them 
to be implemented. Yet what continues to draw me to Illich’s work is the de-
schooling principle of community-as-curriculum. For Illich, this means relationships 
are at the core of how learning is organized, strengthened and intensified to be a 
political act. It is where community issues can become the active focus of what may 
be studied, debated and written about. If Illich’s argument around community-based 
learning is extended, it makes visible the ways in which time and space in schools, 
and by this I mean the classroom and the timetable, can be re-configured to involve 
the community as a genuine and valid learning space. Should this occur, the ways in 
which time is manipulated to support subject-specific learning that is constantly being 
imposed on students, and that places limits on real learning engagement, can be 
dismantled. Should this happen, criticality and negotiation can become an essential 
transaction in the learning relationship.  
IIlich argues that structured, and school-based forms of learning, are organised around 
a series of gate-keeping exercises that supervise student progression through a 
conservative curriculum. Illich argues that teachers are often unaware of the 
conservative curriculum they are administering, and the damage that this causes to 
student identity formation. According to Illich, (1973) ‘educational disadvantage 
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cannot be cured by relying on education that is organised within the school’ (p.13). 
Illich’s educational philosophy clearly asserts that discourses around power initiate 
gate-keeping procedures that endorse student conformity, and that the agenda around 
conformity is administered through the curriculum to which students are exposed. 
What concerns me here is how Illich locates his educational theories as functioning 
best beyond the school gate. He argues that they could not be made available within a 
state-based education system, and that implementing an education system 
independently of schools would be a significant challenge for any education system to 
overcome.  Notwithstanding, Illich is sympathetic to relational and ethical forms of 
learning. He argues that individual control and choice in how students wish to learn is 
removed from the individual within a school. Illich suggests that more relational 
forms of learning are replaced by structured and conservative curriculum responses 
that impose on students what is acceptable behaviour to which students must adhere. 
These responses often replicate the dominant and conservative discourses that act to 
exclude voices that are different.  Illich identifies that it is discourses such as these 
that act to terminate any form of critical or relational engagement in schools. It is 
precisely these types of hegemonic and conservative attitudes; these narrow, limited 
and unrepresentative discourses that act to restrict any deviation in behaviour that is 
not considered normal by the conservatives. Illich recognises how discourses that 
suppress any will to be more independent, either in thoughts or actions, can, and do, 
prevent any investment in critically independent learning.  
Where I diverge significantly from Illich, is in how I seek to develop an argument that 
will make visible how relational styles of learning need to become an acceptable, 
recognized, and practical component of publicly funded education. I will argue that 
for relational learning to become an intrinsic component of state-funded education, 
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there needs to be a corresponding acceptance that it can occur away from schools, or 
in the community, or indeed within the school. It will lose its deficit identity when the 
individual needs of all students are accepted as equally valid.  
Freire (1974) in Education for a Critical Consciousness, comments on how education 
needs to be a process that embraces criticality and identity formation, and not remain 
an instructional process that informs students on how to adopt a conservative identity. 
Freire (1974) notes how this, ‘would be an introduction to the democratization of 
culture, a program with men as its Subjects rather than as patient recipients’ (p. 38). 
Freire is arguing a case for cultivating more student-centred learning. He calls for 
styles of relational teaching that need to be foregrounded at the expense of 
exclusionary, economically driven and conservative learning cultures. Freire argues 
that these proscribed teaching practices damage individual identity formation. He 
contends that, when this occurs, the dominant social story is re-told and that this 
reinforces the conservative nature of the status quo. Freire (1974) emphasizes how the 
importance of relational and ethical learning, or ‘search and invention’ as he refers to 
it (p. 38), is where learners develop the capacity to learn and to explore learning that 
is relevant to their lives. Freire argues that furthermore, this needs to happen along a 
learning trajectory that rejects the practice of exclusion decisively. Freire argues that 
this is a fight worth having.  
Both Freire (1974) and Illich (1973) argue forcefully for the social and political 
liberation of the individual, yet they are indifferent as to whether this should occur 
within public education. Dewey, in Experience and Education (1938), comments on 
how a supportive learning environment is an essential element that can enable an 
individual’s learning capacity to grow and prosper. Dewey also identifies that a range 
of educational learning activities that are relevant, and applicable to all students, is 
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important for personal growth. As with Freire, Dewey links a student’s individual 
experiences with learning. He identifies how forms of teacher-directed guidance, 
when it is structured within a critically oriented and negotiated learning environment, 
can be an important way to authorise a student’s learning pathway. This provides the 
individual learner with the capacity to develop their own identity. Dewey argues that 
this needs to occur without any of the narrow, regulated, or formulaic curriculum 
themes, or structured learning choices, that can remove students from more authentic 
forms of learning and identity formation.  Dewey advocates for learning transactions 
that are more responsive to student managed learning environments. What 
complements these more individualized and critical pedagogical spaces, are learning 
practices that are inspired by relationship formation and forms of structured guidance 
that are delivered by teachers. Dewey argues that this is necessary for stimulating, and 
for re–focusing the learner. This acts to ensure that the ways in which the individual 
student’s learning pathway is developed, can be determined by the individual 
student’s own learning needs and how these needs may be identified and explored. 
Dewey (1938) strongly links individual and personal experience, as a developmental 
agency that helps to inform the directional flow a learning journey takes, when he 
states: ‘Unless experience is so conceived that the result is a plan for deciding upon 
subject matter, upon methods of instruction and discipline, and upon material 
equipment and social organization of the school, it is wholly in the air’ (p. 38).  
Dewey assumes, and I assert here, quite differently to both Illich and Freire, is that the 
ways that learning happens for students does need to be organised in some form. 
Dewey suggests that this is an important requirement so that learning can be explored 
in some depth. Dewey argues for more structurally developed and organised learning 
models. He suggests that schools need to be more inclusive, and relational, in how 
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they engage with students within the school. Dewey also adds a critically significant 
environmental caveat here. He discusses how the relational role that teachers develop 
with their students, imposes on them a requirement to be aware of where their 
students come from, and that this does mean understanding the environment in which 
they have grown up, their cultural and social map and what types of experiences they 
bring with them to their school. He suggests that if these important student 
experiences are ignored, it may unwittingly lead to ‘imposing’ (Dewey 1938, p. 40) 
choices that may not necessarily be in the student’s best interests. He argues that a 
relational learning pathway is helping to ‘…utilize the surroundings, physical and 
social, that exist so as to extract from them all that they have to contribute to building 
up experiences that are worthwhile’ (Dewey 1938, p. 40). Dewey argues that teachers 
do need to locate the learner at the centre of the learning transaction, and that this 
allows for more significant ways in which relational and ethical learning models can 
evolve. Dewey locates the responsibility for engaging with students relationally as a 
core role the teacher must assume when they engage with young people in schools. 
Dewey explores how learning needs to be relevant to the individual student, and no-
one else. He argues that this can only be achieved through a relational process 
(Dewey 1938, p. 45) in which schools take the time to understand the needs of all 
learners. He suggests that when schools historically have not made an effort to 
understand their students, or when schools have not clearly responded to the needs of 
all learners, the ‘powers and purposes of those taught made teaching and learning 
accidental…those to whom the provided conditions were suitable managed to learn. 
Others got on as best they could’ (Dewey 1938, p. 45). He is arguing here, that 
student achievement in schools remains accidental for some students if their 
individual needs are not considered, and that teaching and learning can be a 
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haphazard process that denies some students a right to learn in conditions that are 
suitable for their learning styles (p. 45).  
I am arguing that similar teaching conditions remain prevalent today, and that these 
conditions continue to manipulate the learning choices that are available to students. 
These learning choices manipulate the ways that students are forced to demonstrate 
their understanding of a false curriculum through outcomes that are unrepresentative 
of their learning needs. What remains for schools, teachers and students to overcome, 
are unrepresentative and dominant power discourses that dislocate students from 
schools and learning. Manufactured discourses around power become validated when 
localised forms of conservative knowledge become embedded as the legitimised 
knowledge that is used to justify the forced removal of students from school. Schools 
pursue this agenda of student dislocation by foregrounding what unacceptable 
behaviour is, and these activities are generally published in the student ‘code of 
conduct’. These are the rules that the school community has decided are in the best 
interests of all students.  For schools, this creates the ability to measure and then 
quantify the differences that occur between acceptably good, and unacceptably bad, 
behaviour, and this is the space where power is wielded. It highlights how these 
differences in behaviour vary along a continuum from what is considered acceptable 
and more conforming types of behaviour, to unacceptable behaviour. When these 
distances become evident, schools can ‘measure’ student performance, their activity 
and their behaviour, and then provide to the school community a localised form of 
justification for imposing sanctions on students who do not comply. Practices such as 
this are bolstered through the ways in which schools structure their learning programs, 
notably through the timetable and classroom-based forms of learning. It is through the 
timetable and the classroom that information is manipulated to be representative of 
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the dominant power discourses that are implanted in schools. This occurs when the 
school monitors all forms of student activity through surveillance at all times. These 
discourses around power, when schools implement techniques of surveillance, remain 
incapable of reflecting the contemporary learning requirements of students who refuse 
to comply.  
I now want to put forward some relational discourses that push back against 
conservative discourses. I want to advocate here for educational insurgencies that 
speak up for relational, active and critical school cultures. I want to speculate on what 
would happen if schools were bold enough to draw a figurative ‘line in the sand’, and 
‘occupy’ their school space with relational discourses. It is timely to foreground here, 
from the literature, some positive examples of contemporary writing on inclusion that 
is respectful of difference.  
Wyn (2007) argues that in the context of changing social patterns, educators need to 
find alternative means to ‘…reinforce the importance of school in shaping who young 
people become’ (p.37). This ‘identity work’ (p. 38) should not be referenced through 
‘a neo-liberal agenda’ (p.38) and should, ‘talk about their lives as a project for which 
they have the responsibility to monitor, review and shape’ (p. 38). Wyn identifies 
‘flexible narratives’ (p.38) for monitoring the ‘reflexive self-managing entrepreneurial 
self’ (p.38). Wyn is suggesting here, that students need to be allowed to become 
increasingly responsible for directing their own learning, within a contemporary 
context that has relevance to the lives they lead, or hope to lead. Students, who are 
experiencing significant patterns of social and economic change in their lives, do read 
the landscape that they live in as different to the curriculum expectations they are 
required to complete. These are expectations that are forced upon them by the 
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organisational discourses around power that are currently in place in schools, and that 
administer a conservative curriculum. School-based discourses that stifle student-
teacher criticality lock students into ways in which their lives are controlled by gate-
keeping practices that determine the choices they make. What this amounts to, is 
student lives, and their futures, being determined against irrelevant, dated and harmful 
outcomes.  
I want to re-focus on how the examples from the literature I have selected can, and 
do, make visible my preferred vision of what inclusive curriculum and pedagogy can 
look like. Yet what I find problematic, I will argue, is that the literature I have 
reviewed has not yet made visible the ways in which inclusionary learning practice 
can be embedded within state or public education. I began this chapter by identifying 
this issue, and I will argue that the causes for this silence continuing to occur can be 
identified in the dominant and conservative discourses that are continuing to shape 
and craft how education is delivered. These conservative discourses are continuing to 
influence school organisational procedures, most notably in the ways schools are 
structured, and in the curriculum choices that are made available to students. These 
are discourses that are not representative of all students, and they need to be amended. 
Literature	  that	  speaks	  back	  forcefully:	  the	  students	  in	  this	  study	  
What I want to make clear here, is how the voices of the research participants in my 
thesis have spoken back forcefully to give authority for the need for change. Their 
voice is a direct challenge to the dominant power discourses that are restricting 
student agency in schools. The student voices that are active throughout the latter part 
of my thesis have made visible to me that there are ways in which critically active 
school cultures can become dominant in schools. For this to happen, schools must 
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listen and actively negotiate with students to authorise the exploration of identity. 
This must occur first through re-configuring the use of time and space, and secondly, 
by allowing students to negotiate and self-manage their own learning. It is the voices 
of the student researchers in my thesis that are advocating this. These are their 
discourses, and these discourses should be forcing schools to listen. Schools need to 
‘occupy’ the spaces they are currently simply, and meekly, existing in, and so 
authorise schools to become vibrant learning spaces that can actively contribute to 
alternative discourses. These are discourses that need to be shaped around 
engagement, and an acceptance of young lives for what they are, and can be, not what 
they may be moulded into.  
My	  contribution	  to	  literature	  that	  speaks	  back	  
At this point in this chapter, I want to respond to the literature that I have so far 
reviewed, in a way that opens up a space for discussion around two further points. 
These two points are closely related, and they concern, first, how discourses around 
power maintain a rigid style of control in how teaching and learning is delivered in 
mainstream schools. Secondly, I wish to foreground the emerging themes the students 
in this research study, my co-researchers, are saying about how these more rigid and 
unrelenting styles of instruction are affecting them as learners. The analysis that I will 
be undertaking is closely informed by my co-researchers. I want to open up their 
aspirations for learning, and structure their visions into alternative scenarios that offer 
critical, active curriculum opportunities that can be insinuated into public education. 
These do need to become the new ways to support innovative agency that transforms 
organisational practice within schools. Practices such as these, need to be respectful 
of the realities of young lives, and represent the social, emotional and cultural 
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landscape that confronts young people. They must acknowledge the realities of their 
lives that are lived beyond the school gate.  
The new discourses that need to occur are around ‘complexity and context’, (Fielding 
and Moss, 2011). These are new and compassionate discourses that need to prosecute 
the embedded conservative discourses that have so far remained unchallenged, and 
that embed the artificially constructed conservative, subject-specific curriculum that 
students are forced to endure. These are the simplistic assertions of what knowledge 
is, and which are bolstered and maintained within schools by conservative discourses 
that have informed what is taught.  Smyth et al. (2000) writes on how developing an 
active school culture that is based on a relational ideology, acknowledges 
conversations with students around what is foremost in their lived experiences, and 
the reality they experience. For me, what is important here, are the conversations that 
can emerge between critically active young people and teachers, and the learning 
narratives they can engage in and explore, when curriculum opportunities such as 
these provide for student and teacher experience as the basis for learning.  
Opportunities like this can open up critically active pedagogical opportunities that 
schools may use to develop inclusive school structures. These negotiated learning 
transactions will not happen unless discourses around the immanence of power are 
exposed as manufactured power that shapes conduct and learning outcomes in 
schools.  
What I wish to insinuate within schools, is the need for schools to re-claim discourses 
around hope, independence and change. It is time for schools to ‘occupy’ these 
discourses around change, to foreground how school spaces may be reclaimed and to 
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push back against the unrepresentative nature of the accountability and performativity 
movement.  
For me, and drawing from my co-researchers, schools must invest in discourses that 
describe inclusive styles of learning in non-judgemental language that is not 
arbitrarily exclusionary and based on a monological way of being. This means 
insinuating an inclusionary vision that can operate within locally initiated ‘insurgent 
solutions’. Insurgent solutions are locally derived, locally ‘owned and occupied’, 
transformative learning spaces that respond to local need. They are critically active, 
pedagogically alive learning spaces. They are defined by their criticality, and the 
ways in which they actively pursue individual identity formation through relational 
and negotiated interactions with students. Critically active pedagogy such as this will 
allow students the flexibility they are demonstrating they need to work out their 
identities in their increasingly complicated and entangled lives (Rose, 1999; Smyth, 
Foley, & Mc Donald, 2008). An inclusionary learning agenda that emanates directly 
from the voices of the research participants themselves, will begin to make visible 
how learning models can incorporate a range of student learning environments that 
are genuinely alternative and not based on behaviour modification in any form. 
Students bring with them into their schools, the convoluted struggles and the 
dominant transactions that exist in their contemporary lives. These needs, as well as 
their actual learning needs, must be represented by schools as valid.  
This can happen quite simply. Schools and their communities need to ask themselves 
one fundamental question: what will happen if we reject outcomes-based 
performativity, and listen to our students and school community instead? Should 
schools be willing to engage with their students and their communities in ways that 
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are fundamentally different, I would suggest that they will need to discuss the 
following issues, to allay some of the misgivings that may emerge, before beginning 
to plan for significant change. 
• What will happen to our school if we are prepared to engage as equal partners 
with our students, parents and community in a dialogue around what is 
important to them in relation to teaching and learning? 
• What will happen to our school funding if the school community rejects the 
accountability and school improvement agenda to which schools are currently 
subjected? 
• In what ways can we mobilise our school community to justify, and articulate 
with force, why we reject the accountability and school improvement agenda, 
should our school funding be threatened in any way? 
• What are the creative and innovative ways that resistance can be articulated 
respectfully and forcefully? 
• What does the ‘occupy’ movement tell our school community about resisting 
teaching and learning practices that are unfair and rely on performativity 
outcomes? 
• How can we use the government funding to which our school community is 
entitled, to invest in our students in equal and respectful ways? 
• What role can academic research play in helping to justify forms of resistance 
such as these? 
A word of warning, and I will be insistent here. Schools need to be careful and clear 
about how they describe and implement inclusionary practice. I argue that some 
discourses that are represented as inclusionary do emanate from conservative 
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discourses. These are firmly established in schools around how hegemonic power acts 
to sanitise the exclusion of students from school, and these discourses also need 
rehabilitation. Discourses such as these endorse the removal of students from school, 
while they simultaneously promote the images and practices of re-engagement and 
behaviour modification. Discourses such as these label alternative settings as second 
best, not second chance. Labelling such as this continues to tag students as deficits 
and fulfils the agenda of the conservatives by overseeing a two-tiered education 
system. Schools should not default students into programs that are meant to re-
program them into accepting conservative identities.  
What this means for me, as a researcher, is that I need to develop a theoretical ‘voice’ 
that can make visible, describe and explain how students are dislocated from their 
learning in schools. It is at this point in this literature review, that I want to draw on 
the work of Foucault. In part two, I begin the important work of defining the 
theoretical structure I am developing through Foucault, to understand how discourses 
around power operate in schools, and then, how they may be supplanted by the reality 
of what local communities and individuals want.  
Part	  two	  
Using	  voice	  to	  inform	  policy	  
The damaging imprint of power: speaking back to insinuate relational and 
ethical discourses into public education 
 
In the preceding two chapters, I have written about the role discourses around power 
play in creating the conditions for student exclusion from school. In part one of this 
chapter, I wanted to expose power as challengeable.  I have attempted to foreground 
how power creates its own forms of manufactured versions of truth. In part two of this 
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chapter I want to explore how these versions of truth are then put forward as 
‘legitimate knowledge’ within the levels of authority that exists in schools. 
Manufactured versions of knowledge can then act to legitimize conservative ways of 
being, so that any deviation from what is considered the correct way to ‘be’ is used to 
justify the exclusion of students. I am arguing that this fabricated construction of 
‘legitimate knowledge’ remains largely unchallenged. I will argue that the role power 
plays to fabricate what becomes known as ‘legitimate knowledge’ in schools can be 
made visible in two significant and meaningful ways. First, power can be revealed 
within schools through the structural and organisational processes that allocate 
students into tightly controlled regimes and spaces, as represented in schools by the 
timetable and the classroom. This enables students to be closely watched and 
controlled. Secondly, the act of power in schools is evident through the signs, codes 
and symbols, such as school uniforms and codes of conduct. These control the ways 
in which dominant power discourses are able to signify the dominant images and 
representations that imply power. These become the visual and semiotic 
representations, or signifiers, of the acceptable behaviours and attitudes that define 
how schools operate. This visual imagery can, all at once, allow schools to label 
behaviour and attitudes as either compliant or non-compliant. This enables the level 
of difference in how students comply, to be measured between what is considered 
acceptable, and what is considered unacceptable. When behaviours and attitudes can 
be measured and named in this way, it allows divisions, or gaps, to be constructed 
between these behaviours. These divisions between behaviours can then allow schools 
to observe students as either working in the interests of the school or working against 
the school. What this denies for students, are learning spaces where they may 
experiment and explore identity in a relational, negotiated and critical manner. 
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Regimenting education in this way enforces monological learning styles and removes 
the capacity, and the legitimacy, for any challenges to be mounted against dominant 
and conservative discourses. As well, it acts to measure how far some students choose 
to deviate from what has been normalised as accepted behaviour. At the point where 
student behaviour deviates too far from what is considered acceptable, school 
authorities may begin to exercise, as they see it, their right to begin the processes for 
the marginalisation, and the forced dislocation, of students from their school. 
I want to begin to postulate here, how unequal distributions of conservative power 
that operate within schools may be exposed. I have identified the ways in which the 
classroom and the timetable are the sites for discourses around power that act to 
reduce student, and teacher, agency in schools. I want to suggest new ways in which 
to make visible how school organisation and curriculum and pedagogy may be 
developed along a relational and ethical trajectory. When agency, criticality and voice 
are withheld from those who really count in schools, it is time to forcefully challenge 
the restrictive nature of the timetable, and classroom-based learning, as advocated in 
the work of Smyth et al. (2000), Smyth and McInerney, (2007); Foucault (1983), and 
Kincheloe (2010). I argue that the classroom and the timetable are where the blueprint 
for conservative control is located. This is where locally derived forms of 
manufactured and conservative knowledge are located, dispensed and dispersed. This 
occurs when the surveillance of students is uninterrupted, so that the conservative 
mantra is heard at all levels within schools. The result of this surveillance is that the 
forced exclusion of students from school continues to remain unchallenged, as 
conservative power permeates through all levels of the organisation. These acts of 
surveillance continue to gate-keep how students succeed in schools, as they control 
the flow of how student’s progress. Curriculum practices such as these are 
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supplemented through pedagogy that misrepresents the true meaning of teaching and 
learning.  
Understanding	  Foucault	  and	  power	  	  
Inclusionary school practice that supplants discourses around power and the exclusion 
of students, with diversity and innovation, is the catalyst for this thesis. I want to start 
this section by developing a theoretical argument around how the immanence of 
power operates in schools, by drawing on the work of Foucault (1977).  
Foucault did not write specifically about schools. Nevertheless, Foucault (1977) does 
provide a focus in the literature, on the ways in which individual behaviour in 
institutions can be controlled and modified, to conform to the behaviour expectations 
that are the expected behaviours the organisation seeks to impose. If individuals do 
not conform, Foucault suggests that participants within organisations can be subjected 
to conforming pressures that are influenced by the organisations capacity to 
manipulate, and control, the actions of individuals through discourses around power.  
When Foucault comments on how dominant power works, he specifically mentions 
the ways in which forms of controlling power can control the extent to which power 
can be made visible within an organisation. Foucault argues that controlling forms of 
power have moved from overt displays of visual, violent and oppressive acts, such as 
execution, to more covert forms of controlling power that are more manipulative. 
These covert forms of power nevertheless also serve to shape and control behaviour 
within institutions. Foucault (1977) argues that these subtler forms of control, known 
as Power/Knowledge discourses, (Foucault, 1980) act within organisations, like 
schools, to support conformity through surveillance and normalisation. Normalisation 
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is the act of ensuring ‘sameness’ between participants within organisations. 
Power/knowledge discourses are the ways in which organisations engage in various 
monitoring practices over individuals, and then put in place structures that can 
dominate, manage and control the actions of individuals, to maintain order. Foucault 
argues that this is achievable by observing, collecting and collating information on 
individuals, and constructing profiles of individuals within organisations such as 
schools. Power/Knowledge discourses, and these structural acts that support their 
implementation, are therefore capable of permeating decision-making at all levels 
throughout organisations to become immanent. Individuals are thereby made aware of 
how to monitor their own behaviour so that their behaviour does not waver from what 
has been established as the correct manner in which to behave.  
Discourses around power act to instil organisational structures with the authority to 
monitor and control the actions of individuals in organisations. Discourses that act to 
distribute the spread of power, described by Foucault’s theory of power/knowledge, 
create a heightened risk of disengagement for students. This occurs through the ways 
in which these discourses around power can act to hierarchise, categorise and assess 
student performance, which occurs through acts of continual surveillance and 
observation. When this occurs, student performance can be ranked according to the 
student’s capacity to be normalised, or, to the extent the school can persuade the 
student to act in the same way as other students. This can occur covertly. When 
school structures that purport to assist students through behaviour modification 
techniques, such as counselling and similar normalising practices, ultimately act to 
further classify and modify behaviour, if the student fails to comply, further sanctions 
are imposed on students, so that they conform. Foucault also argues that 
power/knowledge discourses within organizations, like schools, support conformity 
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through surveillance. Surveillance in schools occurs when students are visibly 
observed in their classes and in the yard, to ascertain and record the extent to which 
they have internalised the behaviour standards, rules and curriculum content the 
school has declared are acceptable.  Discourses around power, such as 
Power/knowledge, that Foucault describes as the dispersal of levels of controlling 
influence throughout organisations, monitors and measures the extent to which 
students have allowed themselves to be categorised, and evaluated, through their 
acquiescence, or otherwise, to the demands of a system that requires students to 
conform for the system to work. If they refuse, their exclusion from school is almost 
assured. Power/knowledge discourses become a regulatory act that is applied to 
students to prevent challenges within the organisation, if these challenges are counter 
to the aims of prevailing structures already in place (Foucault, 1977).  
Marshall (1996) indicates that Foucault’s power/knowledge discourses are a 
prominent component of public school education, where curriculum choices can also 
be ‘shaped’ for students. In this instance, curriculum ‘choices’, or selected pieces of 
privileged information, are offered to students in limited, and subject specific 
selections that are available within narrow confines. These specific ‘choices’ are 
usually determined by those wielding power. These curriculum choices are usually 
those that are acceptable to the social, cultural and political structures that control the 
dominant discourses. By maintaining this form of controlled choice in how students’ 
select their curriculum in schools, a form of managed information flow is enacted, and 
maintained, so that schools can control what is learnt (Marshall, 1996).  
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Power,	  institutions	  and	  schools	  	  
How discourses around power act to shape the thoughts and actions of individuals, is 
a dominant theme that Foucault (1977) explores in some depth. How power exists and 
operates within institutions such as prisons, mental hospitals and army barracks, may 
be linked to the ways in which similar forms of power are also evident in schools. 
Reviewing the work of Fine, and Brown and Rodriguez as discussed earlier, where 
they study ‘silencing’ (Fine, 1991, p.31), they also make visible the ‘hierarchies of 
power and status that limit a student’s ability to hold schools, and school adults, 
accountable for their needs (Brown & Rodriguez, 2009, p. 239). They discuss how 
schools fail ‘to recognize asymmetrical power structures embedded in the cultures and 
structures of schools which impact on individual student agency’ (Brown & 
Rodriguez, 2009, p. 238). Comments such as these raise some significant questions 
that are related to the ways in which student agency, and the capacity for students to 
be critically literate in schools, is diminished. Students are individualised in this way, 
and by this I mean the ways in which schools divert students towards ‘controlled 
choice’ in what they study. Students are directed towards studying what is acceptable 
to the school. (Fielding, 2007; Fielding, 2006; Marshall, 1996; Foucault, 1977). This 
practice maintains control over what is acceptable to learn, and monitors students 
relentlessly by acting to classify and normalise them through measuring the extent to 
which they acquiesce to the curriculum choices on offer. Foucault acknowledges the 
relentless monitoring, and controlling, of individuals in this way as the ‘gaze’ 
(Foucault, 1977). The gaze is an observational technique, and this technique of 
observation is heightened when the design and construction of buildings allows for 
the maximum visibly of individuals to be maintained for observation at any time. This 
type of permanent visibility, or the gaze, is described by Foucault as the ‘panopticon’ 
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(Foucault 1977, pp. 205-207). Permanent and strategic ‘observatories’, which view 
and observe an individual’s performance, provide organisations with the capacity to 
monitor the actions of individuals, and then segregate individuals into homogenous 
groupings. An act such as this reduces conflict by grouping together individuals who 
are similar. This streamlines monitoring as a continual process, and categorises 
individuals. The gaze is also evident when individuals are forced to monitor, and 
evaluate each other and their own actions, by understanding they are also monitored 
by others within the organization.  
These acts of continuous observation, force an individual’s behaviour to conform to 
an arbitrary behaviour standard that is enforced as ‘normal’. It is enforced in the 
interests of whatever dominant discourse controls the observation process. Power is 
enacted through simply being observed, and being aware of being observed, and 
without the individual being forcibly made to change their behaviour. I want to turn 
my attention to schools, and the subtle means to monitor students that may be 
engaged through the ‘gaze’. This may occur through school timetables being put in 
place that ‘herd’ students into distinct ‘lots’, or groups of learners. The physical 
structure of the classroom also works on accommodating students in a confined area 
so they can become visible, identifiable and classifiable. Organising students in this 
way provides the opportunity for student behaviour to be acclimatised in line with 
how their peers are acting out within the classroom. Subtly, yet inexorably, 
categorisation of students, and ‘sameness’, can be achieved through monitoring 
techniques that are applied and adjusted by the students themselves, to normalise their 
own behaviour.  
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Foucault’s description of how the French penal system operates in Discipline and 
punishment-the birth of the prison (1977), does help to clarify for me, how a link may 
be established between Foucault’s descriptions of the panopticon, and how schools 
operate to observe, and modify, student performance today. This occurs now in a 
climate of performativity and monological learning that is continuously manipulated 
by a ‘technocratic’ (Fielding & Moss, 2011, p. 24) mindset. Making a link between 
Foucault’s understanding of how power operates in institutions, with the ways in 
which schools are structured today, identifies schools as key spaces where the 
monitoring of students takes place by a limited number of people who are stationed in 
key positions. This does foreground how schools can be observed as providing a 
panoptic view of student lives. Surveillance techniques such as these, work to 
normalise student behaviour and then it standardises the educational achievements of 
students through an agenda of performance-based outcomes that gauge how 
successful compliance has been. What this means for students is that those who 
comply are accepted and rewarded. Students who do not comply can then be 
subjected to further normalising discourses.  Foucault (1977, p. 228) comments on 
how closely institutional organisations resemble each other, ‘Is it surprising that 
prisons resemble factories, schools, barracks, hospitals, which all resemble prisons’?  
It is important to link Foucault’s theory of how power operates in institutions, with 
how power operates in schools. I want to make visible the ways in which normalising, 
and conforming discourses are evident in how school curriculum and pedagogy 
controls student minds and student bodies in schools. These controlling discourses are 
evident in the selection of the ‘correct’ texts for students to study, in how classrooms 
are structured to maintain control and in how the formation and the structure of the 
timetable demonstrates  the way certain subjects and beliefs in schools are ‘valued’ 
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over others. This also extends to the insistence of wearing uniforms. Every day school 
life is monitored through various semiotic signifiers that include how the school is 
designed, how the layout of the school determines student movement throughout the 
school, and the signs and symbols that denote the correct way to behave and think. In 
regulated sites such as schools, there needs to be ways in which the operation of 
power can be exposed effectively to foreground how it misleads and betrays the act of 
learning.  
What I will draw out later in this thesis is how power can be exposed through 
observations. These can be derived through semiotic analysis, archaeological and 
genealogical investigation, axiological analysis, Othering, and observations on how 
dominant discourses around power in schools ‘designs’ the preferred images of 
students. These preferred images are constructed within the acceptable and malleable 
configurations that are desired by conservative power discourses.  
Foucault is essential for me in decoding the immanence of power in schools. He 
makes visible how these discourses have evolved into a series of unchallengeable, 
school-based disciplinary and exclusionary actions that can determine what the 
educational outcomes may be for some students. This exposes an education system 
that is as yet unaware of how to embrace critically aware learning that is non-linear in 
the way it measures progression. This means applying agency in learning in ways that 
are not afraid to create learning spaces that are alive with confusion, debate and noise, 
and where new ways of thinking about education can emerge confidently. Forms of 
dominant power in schools create tension, and forms of morbidity, through the means 
by which students are forced to stifle their individual ways of being. Foucault 
describes this as governmentality, where the techniques to manage and regulate 
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individuals, as well as groups of individuals, act at all levels within an organisation 
(Foucault, 2008; Marshall, 1996, pp. 111-112).  
Foucault’s	  technologies	  of	  the	  self.	  	  
The methodological and theoretical trajectory that assists me to understand how the 
exclusion of students is implemented through discourses around power comes through 
a theoretical lens that is inspired by Foucault. Foucault argues power is immanent, it 
is not directed downward, it is not instilled automatically by fear, and power elites do 
not need to control it. Working within organisations, and when individuals are 
exposed to the immanence of power, they exercise power over themselves and on 
themselves, and power is exercised on them. What this means, is that a capacious 
range of individual lives and their blueprints are enacted and controlled within these 
discourses around power (Foucault, 1977).  
At this point, I want to discuss Foucault’s Technologies of the self, and how a 
‘technology’ such as this, can make visible how individual and ethical self-formation 
can take place along a learning trajectory that is personally relevant to the individual 
(Foucault, 1988). My argument so far has been structured around the way Foucault’s 
theory of power/knowledge describes how the shift in punishment, or exclusion, has 
moved from explicit types of punishment, such as corporal and capital punishment, to 
more subtle and psychologically based forms of punishment. I am arguing that these 
types of control remain evident in classrooms today.  
At this point, I want to focus on two crucial aspects of Foucault’s oeuvre. I need to do 
this, as these two critical elements of Foucault’s project, for me, provide significant 
insights into understanding how power works, and how power can then be challenged. 
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This means that discourses around power that control lives can be dismantled by an 
individual’s desire to be able to develop ethically. Foucault demonstrates this in two 
significant ways. First, through understanding Foucault’s theory of power/knowledge, 
I have been able to open up and explore the ways in which discourses around power 
can shape and structure knowledge to inform and act on the individual. Secondly, 
Foucault has also been able to articulate clearly, the ways in which Technologies of 
the self (Foucault, 1988), can allow individual ethical development, through 
authorising individual capacity to emerge through a deeper understanding of how the 
immanence of power works. What Foucault illuminates, is the capacity all individuals 
have to understand how they are subjectified by power. Once this is realised, an 
individual can develop the capacity required to ethically evolve despite the discourses 
around power that act to observe and control the actions of individuals.  
Foucault discusses four contrasting ‘technologies’ that concern how individuals may 
be controlled by discourses around power. The first three Technologies that Foucault 
writes about describe and define how the production of knowledge is controlled. The 
first technology Foucault discusses is the Technologies of production. This 
technology examines the ability to produce and make things, and to transform or 
manipulate things. The second technology, the Technology of sign systems, is 
concerned with designing meaning through signs and symbols, through semiotics. 
The third technology, the Technology of power, is concerned with how power can 
influence the subject, and this means by primarily classifying individuals, while at the 
same time initiating normalising activities to control the behaviour of individuals. 
This occurs when an individual’s conduct does not fall within designated limitations 
and normalising activities are enacted to ensure compliance. It is Foucault’s final 
technology, the Technologies of the self, that most interests me. This Technology 
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describes how an individual’s own ethical project may be enacted, so that the 
individual, and no one else, may define who and what the individual seeks to become. 
This technology articulates transformational capacity; this is the work we can all do to 
shape our own thoughts, conduct, lifestyle and happiness (Burkitt, p.221; Couzins 
Hoy, 1986; Marshall, 1996; Foucault, 2001; Besley, 2007).  
When I compare the intellectual and personal suppression that Foucault describes 
through his technologies of production, sign systems and power, and then contrast 
them against his later ethical project that he articulated in some detail in the three 
volumes of the History of Sexuality, it suggests to me that a more ethically aware and 
educationally viable outcome can be achieved. For me, this is the true, and as yet, 
unfinished basis for Foucault’s ethical developmental project, the Technologies of the 
self.  
I have already noted that Foucault did not specifically acknowledge that his writing 
was linked to how schools operate, yet the institutions he wrote about, such as prisons 
and mental institutions, do have organisational parallels to schools (Foucault 1996). 
Foucault’s descriptions of institutions as organisations that observe and categorise the 
individuals within them, emerges with his description of the immanence of power: 
Slowly, in the course of the classical age, we see the construction of those 
‘observatories’ of human multiplicity for which the history of the sciences has 
so little good to say. Side by side with the major technology of the telescope, 
the lens and the light beam, which were an integral part of the new physics 
and cosmology, there were the minor techniques of multiple and intersecting 
observations, of eyes that must see without being seen; using techniques of 
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subjection and methods of exploitation, an obscure art of light and the visible 
was secretly preparing a new knowledge of man. (Foucault,1977, p. 177).  
Foucault’s description here of institutions identifies that they are observatories, where 
actions and behaviours can be studied, monitored and manipulated. His observations 
invariably draw me to the ways in which students can be organised to be observed 
within schools. Foucault fuses institutions as observatories, with institutions of 
manoeuvrability, when he explores how ‘architectures of control’, can foreground a 
more manipulative product within institutions:  
A whole problematic then develops: that of an architecture that is no longer 
built simply to be seen (as with the ostentation of palaces), or to observe the 
external space (cf. the geometry of fortresses), but to permit an internal, 
articulated and detailed control–to render visible those who are inside it; in 
more general terms, an architecture that would operate to transform 
individuals: to act on those it shelters, to provide a hold on their conduct, to 
carry the effects of power right to them, to alter them (Foucault, 1977, p.172).  
Foucault’s description of total surveillance here, describes the immanence of power, 
as ‘absolutely indiscreet since it is everywhere and always alert’ (1977, p. 177). It 
identifies how organizations can become classificatory in the way they are designed 
to observe individuals, and initiate transformational discourses by opening up 
individuals for comparison, so that the differences that emerge between individuals 
can be illuminated. This practice then enables individuals to be normalized according 
to their capacity to be coerced by surveillance. Foucault suggests:  
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The distribution according to ranks or grade has a double role: it marks the 
gaps, hierarchises qualities, skills and aptitudes; but it also punishes and 
rewards. It is the penal functioning of setting in order and the ordinal character 
of judging. Discipline rewards simply by the play of awards, thus making it 
possible to attain higher ranks and places; it punishes by reversing this process 
(Foucault, 1977, p.181).  
This distributary form of classifying and labelling individual actions and behaviours 
that Foucault describes here, are the ways in which behaviour, and actions, and 
attitudes can be measured to determine how success and failure can cascade through 
an organisation. This relies on the support or otherwise the individual is prepared to 
give to the organisation. Classificatory actions such as this operate to highlight, and 
then control, the actions of non-compliers, and then reward the actions of compliers. 
This shifts surveillance into more of a regulatory role, where forms of control are 
seemingly unchallengeable. This rewards some at the expense of others. It enables 
repressive forms of control to be institutionalised as normal. Foucault identifies five 
phases of control that are initiated by surveillance:  
In short, the art of punishing, in the regime of disciplinary power, is aimed 
neither at expiation, nor even precisely at repression. It brings five quite 
distinct operations into play: it refers individual actions to a whole that is at 
once a field of comparison, a space of differentiation and the principle of a 
rule to be followed. It differentiates individuals from one another, in terms of 
the following overall rule: that the rule be made to function as a minimal 
threshold, as an average to be respected or as an optimum towards which one 
must move. It measures in quantitative terms and hierarchises in terms of 
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value and abilities, the level, the ‘nature’ of individuals. It introduces, through 
this ‘value-giving’ measure, the constraint of a conformity that must be 
achieved. Lastly, it traces the limit that will define difference in relation to all 
other differences, the external frontier of the abnormal (the ‘shameful’ class of 
the Ecole Militaire). The perpetual penalty that traverses all points and 
supervises every instant in the disciplinary institutions compares, 
differentiates, hierarchises, homogenises, excludes. In short, it normalizes 
(Foucault, 1977, pp.182-183).  
Foucault’s account that is described above, of the ‘abnormal’, or the ‘shameful’, does 
descriptively accentuate how marginalised students can be compared, and 
differentiated, and then excluded in schools through the means of surveillance now. In 
the educational context that exists in Australia today, these discourses are 
representative of a conservative economic, cultural and social identity. Student 
identity is constructed to be situated between those who do comply, and those who do 
not comply, and this is measured against this conservative school agenda.  
Foucault,	  power	  and	  where	  ethical	  learning	  intersects	  	  
Foucault did not write specifically on the intersection between education, schools and 
ethics. His ethical project began when he discussed ethical self-development in the 
three volumes of ‘The History of Sexuality’ (2008; 1988; 1983). Foucault began to 
align individual development along a trajectory that was personal, and one that related 
specifically to how the individual wished development to occur. It is critical to 
identify a link at this point, between Foucault’s earlier writing on power, and his later 
work on ethics. Besley and Peters (2007), go some way towards examining this link. 
In this, they discuss, ‘a Nietzschean conception of power, as the common 
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denominator that links Foucault’s (1977) earlier works on normalising power, and 
later works on ethical self-constitution’ (Besley & Peters, 2007, p. 176). Besley and 
Peters (2007) also note the link between ethical self-constitution, and a relational 
model of learning:  
Harrer reminds us that ‘spiritual guidance’ is the basis of Foucault’s 
investigation of education in ancient schools of philosophy. The master did 
not teach a body of knowledge, but rather participated in the development of a 
certain relation to self with his student, teaching his student to care for himself 
through engagement in ascetic practices of listening, reading, writing and 
speaking that establishes certain practices of self-discipline (p.177).  
Identifying this link, foregrounds for me, a crucial connection between relational and 
ethical development, and how it can be foregrounded to become one of the ways in 
which the normalisation of young people in schools may be challenged. This may be 
opened up in schools by teachers ‘insurgently’ re-configuring how schools operate, or 
‘occupying’ schools to insinuate new ways that schools can operate in more critically 
active ways. This can also mean opening up learning spaces to be more creatively 
managed, where the ‘discipline block’ mentality is removed (Foucault, 1977; 
Marshall, 1996). The discipline block is an example of ‘regulated freedom’ (Rose, 
1999, p. 22). Discipline blocks occur where individuals apply supervision to other 
individuals in order to exercise power and authority. The ways that classrooms and 
timetables are organised parallel discipline blocks by regulating and monitoring 
activity, information and ideas. It normalises. For me, confronting the ‘discipline 
block’ mentality in schools confronts in a precise and straightforward manner, the 
ways in which power influences what, and how, students learn.  
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Relational	  and	  ethical	  engagement	  	  
The reasons that I have suggested for student dislocation from school make visible 
how power/knowledge discourses, and the normalising practices that accompany 
them, have emerged to limit any system-wide investment in alternative forms of 
school organization. Criticality, identity formation, voice, agency, and the freedom to 
apply these authentic ways of being, have emerged in the collective voices of my co-
researchers. I need to articulate their intent here. My transactions with my co-
researchers indicate a clear need to invest in relational and ethical learning practice, 
and how I articulate this will define my thesis for me. Schools must do more than 
negotiate with students around curriculum, pedagogy, health, motivation, identity and 
culture. What must emerge is a cultural shift in how schools, and communities, 
develop a critically active and relational investment with their students. Dialogue such 
as this, needs to be more about how we value young people, and value where they 
come from. It is about developing styles of relating to young people that ask questions 
that relate to them without prejudice. Conversations such as these must consider the 
relevance of individual learning needs, student values, and how these may contribute 
to a relational learning environment that is suitable and appropriate to all young 
people. These conversations may be amusing, they can be difficult, yet they must be 
effective. They should not be hierarchically structured or condescending. For this to 
occur, educators need to be open to the possibility of suggestions for improvement 
that emanate from non-traditional sources, such as young people themselves. I argue 
that when a relational school culture shapes the school learning climate, students and 
teachers may develop ways in which to grow more ethically aware of how learning 
can shape their own futures. Ethical awareness in a learning environment may 
indicate ways in which the student’s and a teacher’s personal identity can be 
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foregrounded as an important, necessary and logical starting point for a learning 
transaction to commence. This invigorates the learning transaction as an original and 
meaningful negotiation, and means that it is devoid of the normalising processes that 
obscure the capacity of the individual to ‘think and act’ (Marshall, 1996, p.17).  
Insinuating an ethical learning environment into schools, does need to take place in an 
environment that refuses to dismiss voice and agency to those who matter. I am 
arguing that state based, publicly funded education requires relational and ethical 
traction within schools, for teachers and students. This allows them to identify who 
they are, and who they can be. An ‘active’ (Smyth et al., 2000) school culture creates 
relational teaching values, and solicits student and teacher criticality. It infuses an 
ethical environment into teaching and learning within schools, one where learning in 
this way, seeks out the views of students and accepts their right to develop along their 
own learning trajectory. Acts of student ‘agency’ such as this reject the influences that 
shape how power/knowledge discourses act to instil monological learning cultures.  A 
relational and ethical learning culture reflects the aspirational, cultural, economic and 
social interests’ that are active in student lives. Developing relational and ethical 
education as the structural principle schools act on, seeks out the ways in which 
critically active learning scenarios are developed. This moves learning along a 
trajectory that for teachers, as well as students, is meaningful for them, and no one 
else.  
Besley and Peters (2007), summarise a learning trajectory that emphasises ethical, and 
self-regulatory development where: 
Individuals are continually in the process of constituting themselves as ethical 
subjects through both technologies of the self and ethical self-constitution, and 
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a notion of power that is not solely based upon repression, coercion or 
domination (2007, p.21).  
In my thesis, I am not concerned specifically with ‘models of liberation’ (Besley & 
Peters, p. 23) and as illustrated by the works of Freire and Illich that I discussed 
earlier, but with ‘practices of freedom’ (Besley & Peters, p. 23). These practices occur 
where, ‘ethics is a practice or style of life’. My contribution to the literature will 
therefore emphasise how students may develop individual ‘self-formation’ (Besley & 
Peters, 2007, p. 23). I will be intending to make visible the ways in which curriculum 
choices can, and should, intersect with the interests and lives of young people 
themselves. This needs to occur where school based pedagogical practice acts to 
reflect the critically active intent of the individual, and where the space for this to 
occur, is determined in the best interests of the individual.  
I will begin the next chapter by examining ‘the external frontier of the abnormal’ 
(Foucault, 1977, pp. 182-183), the tipping point that normalises the exclusion of 
students in spite of the processes put in place to ensure it should not happen. 
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CHAPTER	  FOUR	  –	  DECODING	  THE	  MISUSE	  OF	  POWER,	  A	  
FOUCAULDIAN	  VIEW	  OF	  POWER	  IN	  SCHOOLS	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Power	  discourses	  and	  learning	  choices-­the	  dominant	  motif	  
 
At the beginning of this chapter, I want to reflect again on discourses around power, 
and why this dominant motif concerns me. Foucault has identified that power is 
immanent within organizations, and what concerns me most about organizations such 
as schools, are the ways in which student lives can be valued, or devalued within 
them. For me, this means that the ways in which lives can be controlled within 
schools, and be made to lack value, or be valued, is dependent on how pedagogy, 
curriculum, and identities can be regulated and controlled, and how control measures 
such as these are enforced by the conservatives. The argument I want to progress 
here, is that through this dominant enforcement of a conservative way of being, 
schools value students according to how well they are representative of the 
conservative values the school aspires to uphold. In the previous chapter, I discussed 
Foucault’s interpretation of the ‘gaze’, and how acts of surveillance and 
normalization, work together to control behaviour, and to label it as abnormal when it 
is not. This is the space where the labelling and controlling of behaviour remains 
unchallenged and dominant. Why these silences are maintained around these 
accumulated acts that control individuals, and then betray them, is what motivates me 
as a researcher. 
At the end of the previous chapter, I noted how Foucault’s description of ‘the external 
frontier of the abnormal’ (Foucault, 1977, pp. 182-183), is the point where 
comparisons can be made between individuals, and where individual worth to an 
organization can be measured. In the case of schools, it is where the measurement and 
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comparison of student behaviour can lead to the exclusion of students if they are 
measured, and their worth to the school is found to be either valued or not valued. A 
decision is made and becomes final, and any protests against exclusion are rejected as 
the decision to exclude a student has become normalized. Normalising student 
behavior in this way enables the act of exclusion to become accepted by the school 
community as the best outcome for the student, and for the school. The coded and 
signified messages being sent to other students, parents, and the community, all act to 
‘describe’ and reinforce what acceptable behaviour has become. These acts of 
exclusion are now institutionalized, and are sanitized and normalized, as an expected 
outcome for disobedience. To get to this point, this tipping point that determines 
whether students stay in school or are removed, means that comparisons between 
students need to be made. As I have noted earlier, comparisons such as these are 
based on reward and punishment, but it is not in the sense of reward and punishment 
between inherently good or bad behaviour. It is between behaviour and actions that 
can best mimic conservative requirements for success, and behaviour that challenges 
these conventions. For me, this foregrounds how education has become nothing more 
than an instructional training ground for the conservatives, and furthermore, one that 
is funded publicly. 
What this indicates to me is that standards-based learning outcomes that are guided by 
a conservative ideology, controls publicly-funded education that is restricting and 
isolating for students who are different. Maintaining these types of control, where 
education acts as a ‘discipline block’, to rigidly direct how students learn (Foucault, 
1977; Marshall, 1996), does mean that the locus of control within public education is 
managed by the conservatives in their own interests (Foucault, 1977). What this 
means for students, is that it deceptively screens freedom of choice in what they are 
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able to select to learn. This means that students in schools are offered narrowly 
defined learning options that masquerade as free choice. When controlled learning 
options are offered in this way, it masks the capacity for real learning choices to be 
implemented. Real learning choices here are defined by learning options that are 
arrived at through critically exploring all issues that are of importance to both the 
student and the teacher. When real learning choices are unavailable, a conservative 
knowledge base is insinuated in education, one that effectively delivers the same 
message, deceptively delivered through a series of choices that are, in effect, all the 
same in that they all deliver the same conservative mantra. It simulates free choice, 
and it simulates personalised education. (Fielding, 2006) When curriculum choice is 
structured in this way, it controls and structures what students learn, and the ways in 
which they learn.  In this conservatively dominant educational climate, the Victorian 
Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, DEECD, claims to want 
to be inclusive, yet they are also demanding that students meet the same standards-
based outcomes that are applicable to all students. It is inevitable that tensions 
between students, parents and teachers will become apparent when comparisons 
between students are made. These comparisons between students will be made on the 
basis of how well they acquiesce to the demands of the system and learn what is 
expected of them, or whether they reject what the conservatives demand. At a local 
school level, and at a government policy level, the system fails to entice students to 
develop their own agency and criticality, and to ‘do’ their own identity work. Students 
do not have the authorisation to exercise their right to initiate their own school-based 
acts of critical learning within schools. Acts of educational insurgency that allow deep 
criticality, places on notice unresponsive, unrepresentative and undemocratic policies, 
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such as the Australian Curriculum and the Victorian Government’s Blueprint for 
School Education. 
What is not considered when students are excluded from school, is the financial and 
emotional cost that students, and the community, incur when they do not complete 
formal education. It removes from them, their ability to access education that is their 
moral, legal, and publicly-funded right. This is a very personal cost to young people, 
and it promotes poverty and disengagement as the inevitable, and direct, outcomes of 
a school system that fails students socially, emotionally and educationally (Smyth & 
McInerney, 2007 b). When students participate in school life as it exists now, they 
submit to an education system that requires them to decode a monological curriculum, 
and this is a curriculum that judges them through standardised performativity regimes. 
What this then delivers to some students, are outcomes that are meaningless to them, 
yet these outcomes are maintained as the required pathway to graduation, and either 
employment or further study. In schools, this regulates and codes their daily activities, 
as well as their lives, for the sake of producing compliance within the school 
community. This comes at the expense of vibrant, engaging, encouraging, relational, 
negotiated and ethical learning communities that should be promoting agency and 
criticality, in school and in the community.  
My thesis is therefore concerned with supplanting an agenda that enforces controlled 
choice, with a relational and ethical learning agenda that provides individuals with the 
option to determine their own learning outcomes. To make this visible, I want to 
foreground how agency, and criticality, can frame learning around innovative and 
creative practice that is led by negotiations between teacher and student. Without 
acknowledging learning such as this as valid, and a legitimate outcome for Australian 
students, we continue to acknowledge a system that discriminates against students 
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who are not abnormal in any way; they just want to learn in ways that are different. 
Learning monologically acts to disable a student’s right to determine a critical and 
active role in how they wish to learn. It identifies a system of localized control where 
students are managed, disciplined and taught, according to how complicit they can be 
made to become within the system.  
In the preceding chapters, I discussed how power limits student agency within 
schools. It is an uneven and inequitable distribution of power that conservative and 
locally derived versions of truth have legitimized, and authorized, to restrict personal 
choice and freedom. Exposing how power operates does need to be foregrounded, and 
with clarity. In the previous chapter, I introduced Foucault and how he ‘sees’ the 
operation and distribution of power. It is through his theoretical framework that the 
immanence of power can be made visible, and how this critical visibility can expose 
conservative ideologies, and the manufactured and wilful nature of how discourses 
around power enforce compliance and control an individual’s own will to ‘be’.   
I want to begin to discuss the research methodology that I believe is able to make 
visible Foucault’s theoretical framework. I want to decode, make sense of, and 
ultimately add value to, the contributions of my co-researchers. To do this, I will 
begin to describe the methodology I will be using to critically analyse what my co-
researchers have to say about the unequal distribution of power in publicly funded 
schools.  
Research	  design	  and	  style;	  working	  within	  a	  qualitative	  framework	  
 
My thesis is firmly located within a qualitative framework, and I plan to work within 
critical ethnographic parameters. I have taken this position as I believe that this 
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methodological approach significantly enriches the theoretical framework I have 
developed through the work of Foucault. How I interpret the stories of my co-
researchers, leads me to argue that a qualitative methodology that is firmly embedded 
in a critical ethnographic design, is more clearly able to define how schools are 
structured in an inequitable manner. I intend to suggest how criticality in teaching and 
student agency that responds to teacher criticality, will contribute to negotiated, 
relational and ethical learning (Foucault, 1972; 1977; 1983; 1988; 2008). 
Critical ethnography emerges through a post-structuralist interpretation. It allows 
researchers to understand social reality as it is lived. It provides a socially justifiable 
framework for researchers to produce, and generate, fairer alternative social realities 
for those who are the most vulnerable in society. For me, the role of critical 
ethnographic research is to enable researchers to structure more egalitarian outcomes, 
through advocating for, and intervening with, the co-participants in the research 
process. It becomes praxis for both the researcher and researched, where critical 
ethnography is ‘oriented toward emancipatory and democratic goals’ (Quantz, 1992 p. 
448). Further to this, critical ethnography suggests ‘a deeper and more sophisticated 
understanding of social science thought than generally found in educational 
ethnographies’ (Quantz, 1992, p. 460), and ‘can be used not only to critique 
reactionary schools but also to understand the possibilities of critical pedagogy for 
feminist teachers’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). Quantz  (1992) foregrounds a 
‘multiplicity of voices’ (p.462), that suggests an approach similar to bricolage, when 
he suggests: 
I do not expect to find any particular methodological discipline or specific 
conceptual categories when I read a “critical ethnography”. On the other hand, 
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I do expect to find the critical ethnographer engaged in an ongoing dialogue 
related to issues of emancipation in an historically structured society (p. 462).  
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Foucault	  and	  discursive	  formations	  
 
In my thesis I will be seeking out a ‘multiplicity of voices’ (Quantz, 1992, p. 462), 
and to visualize what form this may take in a critical ethnography, I want to 
foreground what a regenerated, re-imagined and inclusive vision of public education 
can look like. To do this, I will be drawing on Foucault. To make this a valid 
experience, and to fully respect the responses from my co-researchers, I want to 
structure a Foucauldian discursive formation around what my co-researchers are 
saying about schools, and what school policies say they will do for all students in 
schools.  
Foucault’s theory of discursive formations examines how an analytical and 
investigative process may be structured, where contrasting statements can be 
examined in a space that is equal and devoid of discourses around power. A 
discursive formation can be structured around statements that are made by 
individuals, or organizations and that are related to a social, political or cultural 
theme. They are then quarantined for analytical investigation (Foucault, 1972). In the 
discursive formation I am structuring around power and exclusion within schools, I 
will be analysing statements that are made by students who are affected by power, and 
existing school policy documentation around student wellbeing policies. A discursive 
formation is constructed by researchers to separate and analyse the statements, 
policies, observations and even the inflections of speech, made by participants who 
hold conflicting views. A discursive formation ‘opens up’ for analysis, any signifiers 
of power that are made or implied by participants in the research process that can be 
used to influence and control individuals. These may involve investigating attempts 
that are made to emphasize the status of individuals, and how the importance of 
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location, status, or the history of rules within a school, can be implied to be 
authoritative when statements are made, or when they are made public through school 
policy documentation. The purpose of the discursive formation is to render all 
statements by research participants as equal statements, where all statements assume 
the same analytical importance to what is said, or left unsaid, within discourses. In the 
discursive formation I am structuring, I will be examining ‘Discontinuities’ (Foucault, 
1972). This is where the statements that a participant makes are purposefully 
removed, or quarantined, from any past assumptions that are seen to be supportive of 
a particular viewpoint, or that have been traditionally acknowledged and assumed to 
be factual. This includes any unacknowledged truths, or facts, or assumed status that 
individuals take on to bolster their importance. Unsupported assertions such as these 
have no basis to claim any dominance in the reality of the situation that is currently 
being researched. They have been constructed simply to support a dominant 
conservative discourse.  
Discursive formations can therefore be constructed to analyse statements as they are 
made, and within the context of the time and space they are currently occupying. 
They are removed from any past assumptions in relation to truth and assumed 
knowledge. This means that a thicker and deeper analysis of statements can occur, 
where conflicting statements that emerge between the voices of the participants, and 
the voices that act to control and organize them, such as school policies that are 
directed by conservatives, can intersect and be analysed where all statements are 
examined on equal terms.  
Divesting statements of any supporting influences, and locating these statements 
within a discursive formation, requires a methodology that can draw out the realities 
of the complex lives that are experienced by the research participants. It is also a 
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process that must be compatible with Foucault’s intricate notions of power, and 
discourses around power, and the ways in which power operates in institutions. It is 
through drawing on a procedure that is critical and analytical, that real advocacy can 
take place. It is a research pathway that can extricate ordinary discourses from 
dominant discourses to foreground the effects of power, rather than just describe what 
is occurring in the lives of the participants. Locating my discursive formation around 
how power/knowledge discourses have impacted on my co-researchers, and how 
school-based policies describe wellbeing in schools, I will be able to decode how 
student discourses can speak back to the immanence of power in schools.  
Through structuring a discursive formation, I can analyse and make sense of, any 
conflicting discourses at the point where they intersect. These statements intersect at 
the point where student comments about how they view their conditions in school, 
can be directly contrasted against what the school wellbeing policies are telling their 
community they will do for students. It is where these school policies, and student 
discourses intersect, that potential ‘interruptions’ may become evident through any 
contradictory statements that emerge between what the students are saying, and what 
the school is saying they will do for their students. This is the intersection where 
analytical illumination can occur. It is where student exclusion and marginalization 
can be foregrounded in the ‘real time’ of students speaking back to school-based 
wellbeing policy. This is the space that can determine if the policies schools are 
implementing are achieving what they say they will do. This is also the space where I 
can foreground how exclusion can result from discourses around power, as they are 
interpreted and enforced by local school policy documentation. The discursive 
formation, this intersecting space that highlights the distortion that may be evident in 
the conflicting discourses between the wellbeing and performativity outcomes that 
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schools seek, and the relational outcomes students are saying they seek, is where 
creative ideas can emerge (Foucault, 1997).   
Foucault’s theory of discursive formations seeks to utilise research methodologies 
that can dig into and sift through issues to uncover what remains unsaid. These 
methodologies explore how knowledge and power exist in organisations through 
deeper forms of analysis that challenge what is usually acknowledged as the dominant 
view that emerges from historical interpretation. Foucault uses archaeology to solicit 
voices that have not previously been recognised in historical narratives. This can 
make visible how foregrounded, and backgrounded voices, can contribute to versions 
of knowledge that have either informed how power has been constructed to become 
influential, or how they have been suppressed to become silenced. It makes visible 
how voices that have been backgrounded are constrained voices that are equally valid 
and valuable and have contributed to knowledge production in different ways.  
Foucault’s theory of genealogical analysis investigates the exercise of power 
throughout history; it examines the political, social and cultural constructions that 
have shaped how organizations operate. Foucault’s genealogy opens up discourses 
(McHoul & Grace, 1993) within organizations and their histories, that challenges the 
unchallenged views of what is taken to be a true record of histories within institutions 
(Foucault, 1977). Genealogical research can make visible the ways in which existing 
power relations in public education have operated, and how dominant discourses have 
been foregrounded as the only voices heard. Genealogical analysis conducted in a 
discursive formation can highlight how exclusion has been normalized. It also opens 
up where conflicting and opposing views intersect within a discursive formation, and 
how these opposing views can elicit critical dialogue that is respectful of all voices. 
From my own research perspective, when a Foucauldian lens is applied to 
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exclusionary discourses, it becomes possible for me to understand the stories of 
disengagement that are being told by students who have resisted the discourses of 
normalisation.  
What I want to achieve in my thesis, is to develop creative ideas that can emerge to 
construct alternative scenarios that describe inclusionary practice, and I want to do 
this by utilising Foucault’s ethical project which he embarked on in the three volumes 
of The History of Sexuality that makes visible the ways in which individuals may 
begin to shape their own ethical development along a trajectory that respects their 
own aspirations. (Foucault, 1977; Rose, 1999). 
Foucault’s	  ethical	  project	  
 
In his later work, Foucault ventured from writing about how discourses in 
organisations are structured through power/knowledge, and how power/knowledge 
discourses inform the ways in which knowledge can be institutionalized. Foucault 
foregrounded how acts such as these, create ways in which organisations such as 
schools can be conservatively structured to create localized forms of knowledge that 
endorse monological identities. Foucault advanced his theorizing to cast a way of 
defining how more personalised, relational and ethical ways of ‘being’ can make 
individuals more attuned to what they are capable of achieving.  These ways of being 
are respectful of who individuals are, and how individuals can develop ethically to 
control and guide their own lives and destiny. I am therefore seeking ways in which to 
insinuate Foucualt’s (1984) ethical project into how relational forms of learning may 
be applied within schools as inclusionary learning practice. 
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Foucault formulated ‘four technologies’ and these were described in the previous 
chapter. These technologies foreground how the first three technologies, the 
technologies of power, production and signs, all act to work against the fourth 
technology, the Technology of the self. This technology broadly represents Foucault’s 
ethical framework. The Technologies of the self (Foucault, 1988), foregrounds how 
an individual’s capacity to learn can be developed in ways that create meaning for the 
individual, and that these are elaborated for the individual through a deeper 
understanding of the Technologies of the self.  
Foucault describes how this technology is styled on ethical human development, and 
can be enacted through understanding what Foucault similarly describes as the ‘arts of 
existence’ or ‘the care of the self’ (1988, pp. 10-12, p. 108). These depict the ways in 
which ethical human development can be informed, and developed, along a trajectory 
that is personally meaningful to the individual, and not through controlling the 
choices that individuals need to make for themselves.  
Foucault (1988) argues that without the capacity to understand the constraints that are 
attempting to restrict the individual, we are unable to, intellectually or emotionally, 
grow beyond these constraints. Understanding how these constraints work can open 
up, and make visible, the ways in which schools, and individuals, may grow ethically 
through forms of learning that structure individual development along a trajectory that 
is respectful of the contemporary lifestyles of young individuals. Foucault (1988) 
argues that this can be foregrounded through the ‘care of the self’ (1988) and through 
the ‘arts of existence’ (Foucault, 1988, pp. 10-12, pp. 42-45). 
Foucault (1988) describes how ethical advancement through the ‘care of the self’ (pp. 
10-12) can be explained through three broad principles, or ‘testing procedures’. The 
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first principle involves how individuals can attain something of ‘virtue’ to themselves 
and acknowledge the achievements they have attained as ‘they are a way of 
measuring and confirming the independence one is capable of with regard to 
everything that is not indispensable and essential’ (p. 59). The second principle 
concerns how an individual ‘reviews’ (p.61) the events that he or she sets as daily 
learning tasks, and how self-examination of these tasks that are set in the morning, 
enables the afternoon to be set aside for ‘consideration of the tasks and obligations of 
the day’ (p.60). The third principle examines what individuals are capable of 
achieving through learning, and how they must be alert to any influences that detract 
from their capabilities. They must never take things at face value, and understand that 
we must,  
‘assess the relationship between oneself and that which is represented, so as to 
accept in the relation to the self only that which can depend on the subject’s 
free and rational choice’ (p. 64).  
These are the ways in which educators must begin to describe what critical, 
negotiated and inclusive education can look like. These are the ‘stylistics of existence’ 
(p. 71) that can be insinuated into more relational and ethical learning transactions, 
where inclusive school cultures can then be described as full of agency, criticality and 
identity formation. 
Bricolage	  and	  critical	  ethnography	  
 
To get to the point where I can accurately describe a shared vision of what I mean by 
a transformative and transferrable vision of what inclusiveness in education can look 
like, it first needs to be devoid of controlling and conservative discourses around 
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power. To achieve this, I need to make sense of what my co-researchers are saying. 
These are the students in this study, as well as the teachers and agency workers, who 
have vigorously spoken back to conservative discourses. They all need a voice which 
needs to be represented comprehensively, to clarify and report on the ways in which 
they describe what inclusive education can be.  Kincheloe (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008) 
explores how critical ethnography may be an ‘evolving criticality’ (2008, p.407). 
Where ‘critical theory is always evolving, changing in light of both new theoretical 
insights and new problems and social circumstances’ (p. 407). In response to the 
value I place on ‘evolving criticality’, (p. 407) I want to introduce bricolage into my 
methodological design. Bricolage, Kincheloe (2008) observes, is where: 
Appreciating research as a power-driven act the critical researcher-as-
bricoleur abandons the quest for some naïve concept of realism, focusing 
instead on the clarification of his or her position in the web of reality, and the 
social locations of other researchers and the ways they shape the production 
and interpretation of knowledge (p. 408).   
Kincheloe notes, the task of the bricoleur is to attack complexity, uncovering the 
‘invisible artefacts of power and culture’ (p. 408). Bricolage is able to engage 
researchers in an ‘interdisciplinary’ (Steinberg & Kincheloe, 2009, p. 1) research 
methodology. An interdisciplinary researcher respects the integrity of disciplines, and 
yet also operates from a ‘rigorous’ (Steinberg & Kincheloe, 2009, p. 5) understanding 
of a discipline’s ‘knowledge bases, epistemologies and knowledge production 
methodologies’. (p. 5) 
Bricolage as a methodology emerges for researchers as a way to understand rapid and 
challenging ‘social and cultural upheavals’ (Steinberg & Kincheloe, 2009, p. 2). This 
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foregrounds how an interdisciplinary methodology such as bricolage can 
acknowledge the complexities and uncertainties that can be created through a limited 
understanding that comes with a single methodological perspective. The bricoleur 
researches from ‘crossed boundaries’ (Steinberg & Kincheloe, 2009, p.6). This means 
the researcher is armed with a firmer, and deeper grasp of the ‘analytical’ (Steinberg 
& Kincheloe, p. 6) methodologies of the individual disciplines that are utilised in the 
research process. This may occur from a ‘synthesised’ (Steinberg & Kincheloe, p. 6) 
perspective, or from an individual discipline’s analytical perspective. 
Bricoleurs connect with co-researchers in ‘interviews, observation, and document, or 
content analysis’ (Steinberg & Kincheloe, 2009, p. 9). Bricoleurs also intersect with 
participants to explore, and analyse and interpret. They utilise, but are not restricted 
to, ‘historiography, discourse analysis, semiotics, currere, and post structuralist 
psychoanalytic research as part of their bricoleur’s “toolbox” ’ (p. 7). Drawing from 
the ‘toolbox’ (Steinberg & Kincheloe, 2009, p. 7), the bricoleur can find meaning 
from a deeper understanding of the participants’ positioning. This thicker and deeper 
understanding can be drawn from the various research disciplines that come from 
being a bricoleur. As an act of research, bricolage deepens the methodological process 
I am undertaking, it will enable a more sublime analysis of power/knowledge 
discourses in schools to be foregrounded.  This facilitates a more ‘sophisticated’ (p. 7) 
understanding of the research, the researched and the researcher, and the new 
knowledge that can be made visible. 
It is for these reasons that I wish to locate bricolage within the theoretical structure of 
my thesis. For me, the methodological, and inter-disciplinary nature of bricolage, can 
make visible the motifs around power and exclusion that I am seeking to expose. For 
me, this coordinates my research in a way that will intensify the research questions I 
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am seeking to explore. It will enable me to expose how conservative discourses 
disconnect students from the learning environments that they are entitled to access. It 
will be through their voice, from those it affects the most, that advocacy for more 
inclusive forms of learning can find meaning within schools and their communities 
(Smyth & McInerney, 2013). In doing this, I aim to ‘expand the researcher’s 
interpretive horizons’ (Steinberg & Kincheloe, 2009, p. 8). For me, this means that, 
‘bricoleurs explore the different perspectives of the socially privileged, and the 
marginalised, in relation to formations of race, class, gender and sexuality’ (Steinberg, 
& Kincheloe, 2009, p. 9). 
Bricolage as a research process emerges as a synthesised response. It draws on a 
depth of distinct methodologies, ‘with rigour’ (Steinberg & Kincheloe, 2009), to meet 
new interpretative, and analytical demands that result from complex and power laden 
discourses. Bricolage, Steinberg and Kincheloe (2009) note, is more able to meet the 
demands of interpreting data by critiquing, and deconstructing complex discourses 
around power with the provision of an ‘expanded vision’ (Steinberg, 2006, p. 120).  
Bricolage is a novel and unique research pathway. It extends the boundaries of 
qualitative research through drawing on a range of methodologies that are best able to 
interpret data.  
Analysis,	  bricolage	  and	  discursive	  formations	  
 
For me, bricolage as a methodology will complement the analysis that I undertake 
within a discursive formation. Bricolage allows for a deeper and thicker analysis of 
alternate views on exclusion to be foregrounded when divergent viewpoints intersect, 
cross over, and diverge. Analysing these divergent viewpoints can occur without any 
reference to past truths that are assumed to be correct. The voices of the participants 
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within a discursive formation can be interpreted within the immediate effects of 
exclusion as they experience them, and also within the immediacy of the localized 
situation as it has evolved for all of the participants within the discursive formation. 
Where these statements intersect within a discursive formation, is where Foucault 
(Foucault, 1972) ‘is interested in finding the emergences, intersections where ideas 
mingle, separate and branch off” (p.16). Further to this, Foucault (1972) justifies the 
ways in which discursive formations may be transformative when he states:  
….one is forced to advance beyond familiar territory, far from the certainties 
to which one is accustomed, towards an as yet uncharted land and 
unforeseeable conclusion (p. 38). 
The bricolage I undertake requires me to interpret the voices of my co-researchers, 
and the school wellbeing policies that affect them, within a discursive formation. 
Bricolage is multi-functional research. A part of this fused research approach will 
come through discourse analysis. I want to examine how statements are made, where 
they are made, and the conditions under which they are made, who makes them, who 
listens to them, and what is not said, or what is left unsaid. It is the examination of 
statements from diverse frames of reference. As I noted earlier, it examines where 
statements intersect, diverge, merge or move away. Discourse analysis occurs within 
power relations, and examines how power structures influence statements and 
decision-making processes. Discourse analysis has similar analytical connotations to 
Foucault’s theory of genealogy: it is a strategic and analytical interpretive 
methodology.  
Further interpretative insight can be derived through semiotic analysis. Developed by 
Swiss linguist, Saussere, (1998) semiotics is the study of ‘codes and signs’ 
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(Kincheloe, p. 236), as they emerge within conflicting, and often confronting 
discourses. It is how individuals ‘derive meaning’ (p. 236) from a situation. A 
semiotic analysis can be made around how ‘power/knowledge’ (Foucault, 1977) 
discourses and non-verbal signifiers of power are communicated, or conveyed. It can 
be the ways in which students become ‘normalised’ (Foucault, 1977) by interpreting 
signs and codes, or the ways in which they choose not to. Semiotics reveals how 
signifiers are positioned to gain prominence. These generate meanings that students 
interpret and internalize from their understanding of these signifiers, or the signs and 
codes that reflect dominant attitudes. Semiotics can provide insights into the overt, 
and the covert, mechanisms that define school organisation as it occurs in the daily 
rituals of management, communication, punishment and success. Semiotics relies on 
the interpreter to determine how the effects and consequences of signs within a power 
relationship can be internalized to shape behaviour. 
Reflexivity	  
 
I am intricately engaged and woven into this critical ethnographic research project. I 
am involved in the processes that are required for the research to make any sense, and 
for this reason, I must acknowledge my involvement through reflexively describing 
the extent and depth of my involvement. 
As a former employee of the Department of Education and Early Childhood 
Development, concerns may have arisen regarding my involvement in this research 
project. These concerns may have arisen as I was involved with all schools and 
alternative programs, or insurgent solutions, within Main Lead, the site for my 
research. I was, and continue to be absorbed in education in Main Lead, and I do need 
to speculate on how my involvement as a researcher in these schools, and programs, 
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may have influenced the research transactions I undertook. I have sought and gained 
all the necessary ethics approvals, yet the issue that I feel requires further definition, 
is that of ‘representation’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, p. 279). Denzin and Lincoln 
(2008) also allude to this as a ‘crisis of representation’ (p.279), or who speaks with an 
authoritative voice. One way of confronting whether an authoritative voice is a 
‘dangerous illusion’ (p. 279) is through ‘the creation of new texts’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2008, p. 279). Engaging in the multi-dimensionality of bricolage, and acknowledging 
how I am situated in this critical ethnographic research project, becomes one way of 
defending my research project as ‘breaking boundaries, and decentring the centre’ (p. 
223). Ethically, then, my involvement as a researcher, becomes part of the process, 
and I also fully acknowledge I am also ‘represented’ (p. 223) in the project.  
Being reflexive, and thereby acknowledging how I am involved in this project, 
situates my representation as being well-grounded, and authentic in my research. 
Reinharz (1997) argues that we ‘bring the self to the field… (we also) create the self 
in the field’ (p. 3). Guba and Lincoln (2008) argue that reflexivity ‘demands that we 
interrogate each of our selves regarding the ways in which research efforts are shaped 
and staged around the binaries, contradictions, and paradoxes that form our own lives’ 
(p. 279). By being reflexive, I am also situated as a researcher in the field, and this 
creates an awareness of how ‘values, attitudes, perceptions practices and positioning’ 
(Martin, lisahunter & McLaren, 2008; p. 176) need to be recognized, reflexively, and 
this provides authenticity to my ethical location within this research project.  
My	  reflexive	  interpretations	  through	  currere:	  how	  this	  thesis	  
becomes	  my	  personal	  curriculum	  
 
146	  	  
Another, alternative explanation for my absorption in this research process is through 
currere. Pinar (1975; 2003; 2004; 2009) has written extensively on currere, the 
infinitive form of curriculum. My reflexive involvement in my thesis falls within what 
Pinar identifies as the four stages of currere. Pinar identifies the first stage of currere 
as a reflection on the influences that have shaped the educational experiences of the 
individual, and how this allows for a deeper and more insightful perception of how 
our past experience can shape what currently exists around us. The second stage of 
currere is a personal vision of what a preferred educational future may look like. The 
third stage of currere in a more diagnostic understanding: an acknowledgement of the 
moment in particular, the educational moment in which we currently exist. The final 
stage of currere is an amalgam of the first three stages and is practiced by individuals 
to create innovative educational moments (Pinar, 1975, pp.1-20). For me, my research 
has become an example of my personal currere: throughout my thesis I have located, 
identified and written about some of the influences that have informed my educational 
development. I am also investigating, through my own voice, how I see a preferred 
educational future.  
At this point in my thesis I must acknowledge my involvement in my research project, 
not only reflexively as a student researcher, but as an employee of the Department of 
Education and Early Childhood Development at the time I did the research. I was 
engaged in the education system in the Main Lead Education Centre in several 
capacities, where my principal role was as a bureaucratic public servant, employed to 
interpret policy, advise schools of Government policy, and to inform policy makers in 
relation to future policy requirements. 
My own role was located between schools and families. In this middle ground where 
angst is often the dominant emotion for all participants, I had to manage situations 
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where both schools, and families, were annoyed and frustrated. Their respective 
concerns revolved around student behaviour in schools. My emotions often wandered 
across this difficult landscape where I acknowledge the frustrations of all parties. For 
me, schools failing to be creative when it came to managing student behaviour and 
learning further compounded the issues. I was always hopeful that their decisions will 
commence from the needs, and the interests of young people themselves, and not the 
organizational and structural requirements of the school. 
When I managed these situations, I became frustrated. I saw both sides of the stories 
that parents and schools told, and I could visualise solutions that would work. I could 
see that schools and families did want to work together, yet the administrative 
structures that were in place in schools foreclosed on any brief instances of goodwill 
when solutions needed to be found. The structures that were in place were not yet able 
to acknowledge the needs of the individual student, resulting in these students being 
treated as deficits, and Othered. In my work it was clear to me, that the need for 
schools to talk to students emotionally was important. It was good work and a 
profound achievement when schools were accountable for learning, and not simply 
accountable for implementing standards-based outcomes. Pinar (2004) succinctly 
sums this up, stating ‘curriculum is not a noun, it is a verb’ (p. 19).   
In my role as an education bureaucrat, I also arrange and chair a meeting of the 
Secondary School Assistant Principals. In this meeting, schools nominate students 
who need a new start in another school, or another program. This process, while 
meant to be collegiate and supportive, inevitably ends with schools, sometimes 
reluctantly, agreeing to enrol a student.  I am implicit in some of the good and bad 
decisions that directly affect student attendance in schools or programs, and 
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sometimes have to assume the role of confessor, from both schools and families. I 
listen to their dissatisfaction with the system with which they all have to live.  
It is important for me to note that I commenced this research thesis after I was 
approached by a member of the University staff asking if I was interested in taking up 
further study. It was something I had not considered, yet having accepted the 
challenge, I will complete my thesis. I am grateful to be able to look at what happens 
in the education system through a different lens. These observations have changed my 
life. I can now envisage a more enlightened way of learning. This has moved my 
thinking from a basic and probably clumsy premise of simply wanting to ‘do’ things 
in education differently, through to uncovering a body of knowledge that is supportive 
and encouraging of learning that is organized in the interest of the individual, and not 
the system. 
My role places me in a position where I am located centrally in the research. I am 
actively involved professionally, and with the people who I interact with, guide, ask 
and direct, in a range of situations. These are the people who have set up interviews 
for me, they are the people who ask me questions, and they are the people who get 
frustrated when they are directed to do something with which they disagree with. 
In my research, I need to move myself from feeling as if I am using them to believing 
that what I am doing will ultimately provide new ways of working with young people, 
and creating new knowledge. This is what I see as the educational and ethical purpose 
of this project. 
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CHAPTER	  FIVE-­EDUCATION	  IN	  MAIN	  LEAD:	  THIS	  IS	  WHERE	  MY	  
RESEARCH	  IS	  LOCATED	  
 
The research for my thesis was conducted in schools in the city of Main Lead. Two 
local secondary colleges, and two local alternative programs, or insurgent solutions, 
were invited to participate in my research. I selected two large, state-funded colleges 
that are of similar size, yet they are both located at opposite ends of Main Lead. The 
colleges I selected are both subject to diverse public opinion and perceptions, and 
they both have separate curriculum structures operating in the middle years of 
schooling. Both colleges have been defined by their diverse histories and 
development. I selected the middle years of schooling for research purposes, as these 
are the years where higher levels of student disengagement occur in Victorian state 
government schools (Victorian Government School Absence Data, 2007). For this 
research, I interviewed three to five students in Year 8 and three to five students in 
Year nine, in both mainstream, government schools.  
In the two local alternative programs, or insurgent solutions, I invited program 
managers and teaching staff to participate in the interview process. In these programs 
staff teach in all year levels, as their responsibilities cover all aspects of the programs 
in which they teach. I interviewed ten students in each program across all year levels 
and age ranges, as there are no defined year levels in either program.  
The following table explains the breakdown of the interview process. 
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Name of 
college/program 
Year level Year level Year level  
 Year 8 Year 9 Combined  Total 
Bentley College 5 students 5 students 10 students 10 students 
Hotham College 5 students 5 students 10 students 10 students 
Southern Cross 
Learning 
  10 students 10 students 
Humffray 
Engagement 
  10 students 10 students 
 
Alternative education programs in Main Lead specifically engaging students who 
have been marginalized, have existed for over four years.  Each program provides 
alternative-learning pathways for their students, either to re-engage them in 
mainstream schools, or to provide alternative pathways that suit their learning needs. 
In these programs, the timetable and the classroom organizational structure have been 
backgrounded. These two alternative programs provide ways in which student 
learning needs can be negotiated as a priority, and this has foregrounded student 
agency as more important than how these programs are organised.  
One of these alternative programs operates from the Main Lead Learning Exchange in 
central Main Lead, and the other operates from a former primary school site in 
Northern Main Lead.  
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Learning	  in	  Main	  Lead	  
 
Education in Main Lead is a comprehensive mix of public and private schools. These 
range from primary schools through to universities. The University of Main Lead has 
six campuses, with 25,000 students studying Higher Education, TAFE, and further 
education, across a range of sites, both in Main Lead and surrounding communities. 
Main Lead is also the location of one campus of the Australian Religious University.   
Main Lead has two Independent Secondary Colleges, three Catholic Secondary 
Colleges, and four State Government Secondary Colleges. The four State Secondary 
Colleges are: Seekamp Secondary College, Bentley Secondary College, Hotham 
Secondary College and Gold Commission Secondary College. Two of these Colleges, 
Bentley and Hotham, are the Colleges that I have selected for this study. One of the 
alternative programs I will also draw student interviews from, operates as a campus 
for one of the Colleges selected for the research. This program is known as Southern 
Cross Learning. The other alternative learning program is affiliated with another 
school that is not used in this study, and operates from its own site. This campus is 
known as Humffray Engagement. 
Educational	  statistics	  in	  Main	  Lead	  
 
Australian Bureau of Statistics figures from the 2006 Census of Population and 
Housing have identified that Main Lead has a total of 9,830 students attending 
secondary education facilities in the city. Of these, 5,202 attend Government 
Secondary Colleges, 2,577 attend Catholic Secondary Colleges, and 2,051 attend the 
two other independent Secondary Colleges. 
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When these student numbers are separated by gender, 2,570 males and 2,632 females 
attend Government Secondary Colleges, 1,346 males and 1,231 females attend 
Catholic Secondary Schools and 966 males and 1,085 females attend the two 
independent Secondary Colleges.  
Student	  suspension	  rates	  in	  Main	  Lead	  
 
Suspension rates in State Government schools in Main Lead tell a story of 
disengagement from school. These figures indicate that the levels of suspension from 
school for students transitioning from grade six, and into year seven, and then through 
to year ten, is high. These school years mark the commencement, and then the 
abatement, of heightened levels of suspension from State Government schools.   
In 2006, fifty-six year six students were suspended. In 2007, forty year six students 
were suspended, and in 2008, thirty-five suspensions took place. For year seven 
students, seventy-nine students were suspended in 2006, one hundred and forty-two 
suspensions occurred in 2007 and eighty-three in 2008. For year eight students, one 
hundred and thirty-eight students were suspended in 2006, one hundred and forty-two 
students were suspended in 2007 and one hundred and sixty-seven students were 
suspended in 2008. For year nine students, one hundred and fifty-six students were 
suspended in 2006, one hundred and fifty-two students were suspended in 2007 and 
one hundred and forty-eight students were suspended in 2008. For year ten students, 
one hundred and three students were suspended in 2006, one hundred and fifty-five 
students were suspended in 2007 and one hundred and twenty-six students were 
suspended in 2008. The figures drop dramatically in years eleven and twelve. The 
figures that are represented here do not include students who have received multiple 
suspensions, or students who drop out of school, or who endure any form of unofficial 
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suspension. What these figures indicate, is that students are dissatisfied with their 
learning in school, and they are prepared to react to their dissatisfaction in the ways 
they know best, to disrupt and cause problems for their teachers and the school. 
Statewide	  implications	  for	  student	  suspensions	  
 
These student suspension figures are duplicated across the state education system, and 
are representative of the state-based suspension rates that are collected by the 
DEECD. This data is collected as a component of the ‘student attitude to school’ 
survey. What this data is saying, and albeit, through the smoke and mirrors obscurity 
that is generated by data that is represented quantitatively, is that in relation to student 
absence, student suspension, student expulsion, student attitudes to school, student 
morale, student distress, student connectedness, student motivation, student 
connectedness to peers, and student safety, there are significant relational, or 
connection to school issues in the middle years of schooling. From these figures, it is 
evident that large scale disconnection from school is occurring for students in the 
middle years of their education.  
The	  schools	  in	  the	  research	  
 
Bentley Secondary College is located in the west of Main Lead and is a co-
educational school with over 1,000 students enrolled. Locally, it has a proud and 
distinctive heritage. As a State Government School, it draws students from across 
Main Lead, yet represents students from its own, zoned area primarily. Many families 
consider it worthwhile to seek and gain entry into this school. The school is structured 
through years 7 and 8 with team leaders managing up to 100 students in their teams. 
In year nine, students participate in a separate learning program that is focused on a 
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more individualized approach to learning. In years 10, 11 and 12, students are offered 
elective choices, and can enrol in the Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE), or the 
Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning (VCAL), and students may also complete 
Vocational Educational Training (VET), programs. 
Hotham Secondary College is a large, co-educational school situated over three 
campuses across Main Lead. Main Lead East and Main Lead West are for students 
enrolled in years 7-10. These are located at opposite ends of Main Lead. The third 
campus, a Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE) campus, is for students in the 
final two years of their education, years 11 and 12. The VCE campus is located 
centrally in Main Lead. The VCE campus provides a range of VCAL, VCE and VET 
programs. The campus does not require students to wear a uniform. In the two year 7-
10 campuses, students are organized into two teams, a Year 7 and 8 team and a year 9 
and 10 team.  
The	  alternative	  programs	  in	  the	  research:	  the	  insurgent	  solutions	  	  
 
Southern Cross Learning (SCL) commenced in 2005, with 20 students enrolled in the 
program. SCL is located in a local learning resource facility. The program’s original 
intent was to engage students in a learning program that acknowledged them as 
individual and independent learners. This was an acknowledgement that their needs 
were not being met in mainstream schools. The program’s original intent was to 
reconnect students into an educational pathway through negotiating with them about 
how they learnt best, and what had caused their education to be disrupted. It was 
considered in the students’ best interests, to engage them in the program by making 
appointments with them to work through a process to understand, in a non-threatening 
way, what academic or skill level they had attained. This was an important first step 
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in acknowledging what they already knew, so that a respectful relationship could be 
established and they could return to a successful study program. It was also important 
to understand the learning direction the students wished to follow. Students were also 
supported by program staff who brokered skill-based activities, and interest-based 
projects that developed from their learning need. This was supplemented with 
community based learning electives that were meant to engage the students in 
understanding how their local community operated. 
Southern Cross learning has now evolved to manage the learning of over one hundred 
and forty students. Students in the program are currently managed in a more 
traditional timetable and classroom structured way. Students are allocated into 
learning streams, and the focus is to re-engage students into mainstream learning, and 
to focus on employment opportunities.  
Humffray Engagement has evolved into its present identity through various 
manifestations of other programs since 2004. It is currently a campus of a host 
Primary School that is legally able to enrol students up to year eight. The program is 
located in a refurbished former primary school on the outskirts of Main Lead. 
Humffray Engagement has 35 students enrolled. Students are referred into the 
program from other schools as a result of the complex and difficult behaviours that 
they have exhibited in their home school. These reasons are always defined by how 
the student’s behaviour has affected the operation of the school that is referring the 
student. Humffray Engagement operates a range of hands-on learning opportunities 
for students and is initiating an outreach-teaching program. Humffray Engagement is 
also developing a series of outdoor environmental projects and a hands-on learning 
curriculum to engage local students, from all schools, in environmental projects and 
problem solving curriculum opportunities. 
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Research	  ethics	  
 
To ensure that all the participants who took part in the research process were 
protected in some important ways, and aware of the content of my project, I sought, 
and was granted, ethical approval by the University of Ballarat Human Research and 
Ethics Committee. As I was also interviewing employees and students engaged in the 
Department of Education and Early Childhood Development (DEECD), I sought and 
was granted permission from the DEECD to conduct interviews. I also sought, and 
was granted, permission from local secondary colleges and alternative programs 
principals, to interview students. I also sought and was granted parental permission 
for interviews to take place in schools and alternative programs. 
All co-researchers were approached for consent, and participation was framed around 
ensuring ‘consent is informed, right to privacy is maintained and protection from 
harm is minimised’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 715).  I selected the school-based 
personnel who I knew could assist me in the research process, and I briefed them 
about what I required. Following this initial response, I asked them to commence a 
random sampling process to select students for the interview process, once approval 
to interview students was sought and approved. All participants had the opportunity to 
ask questions and/or decline to participate if they wished to do so. 
I did not consider or anticipate that there would be any risks to participants as a result 
of their participation in my research, and I sought approval from the DEECD Student 
Services Department to provide access to counselling services for research 
participants should it be required. To minimise the risk of participants being 
recognized, I have used pseudonyms for all participants to ensure their anonymity and 
to increase their confidence in the research process. Should participants require 
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information in relation to this project, or any outcomes produced in relation to my 
thesis, conference publications or refereed journals, I will make these freely and 
readily available. 
Interview	  strategy	  
 
My interview strategies will be informed by, and structured around a:  
‘reconnaissance phase’ or finding the voices of the participants to build 
mutual respect, to get the issues out and promote maximum interaction.  An 
‘active phase’ of sharpening the focus involves developing in-depth 
conversations and targeted discussions about issues and a ‘reactive phase’ 
culminating in checking back, sounding out hunches and following up the 
gaps (Smyth et al., 2000, p.23)  
Analysis of data involves ‘comparing and contrasting interpretations’ (Freebody, 
2003, p. 83). Engaging in a research process through bricolage will also ‘thicken’ my 
analysis by, ‘expanding on the relevance of the project by developing unforseen 
findings and interpretations’ (Freebody, 2003, p. 83). Bricolage also, ‘explores 
findings that are anomalous to or disconfirming of original hypotheses and 
impressions’ (Freebody, 2003, p. 83). Reporting on my research analysis will reflect 
on ways in which new knowledge can be articulated where contrasting responses 
intersect in relation to exclusionary discourses. I anticipate my research will enable 
me to create transformative discourses to assert fluently, and eloquently, the ways in 
which inclusionary, relational and ethical practice can inform more active school 
environments. I will be arguing that this type of speaking back, through student 
agency, provides ways in which student disconnection from school will only be 
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enacted when absolutely necessary, and not where discourses around power are 
unrepresentative of student lives and their ways of being. 
Student	  interviews	  
 
I commenced my interviews with my co-researchers in late January 2010 after 
seeking, and gaining, ethics approval from the University of Ballarat Human 
Resource Ethics Committee. My first attempt at gaining ethics approval was 
provisionally approved, but with some caveats added before the research process 
could commence. I sought approval from the Department of Education and Early 
Childhood Development Research Division, and from the principals of the schools in 
which I would be conducting the research. All organizations were supportive and 
endorsed the research I was proposing to do.  
As I noted earlier, I contacted strategic personnel within the schools and programs in 
which I was intending to conduct the research, and arranged to meet with them to 
discuss the scope and details of my research. I felt quite relieved to be at this stage of 
my research, and to be almost involved in starting the interviews. I had felt a little 
uncomfortable approaching the school principals, as some of the research information 
I gathered in the interviews could contradict and impact negatively on their 
impressions of how their schools were operating.  
I was relieved that the school-based personnel who helped arrange the interviews 
were supportive. They put in a lot of extra time helping to select students and to 
arrange a suitable venue to record the interviews. I was also aware of feeling slightly 
uncomfortable entering schools as a researcher, a role I had no real experience in 
‘doing’. Being trained as a teacher, I was concerned I would not engage with the 
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students as a co-researcher and would revert to the role of a teacher, almost by 
default. In addition I was aware that the schools I was researching in, I also visited 
regularly in my official work capacity; initially when I was employed at the DEECD 
Regional Office as a Senior School Improvement Officer, and later as the Regional 
Coordinator for Inclusion and Engagement. Both of these roles involved high levels 
of tension, angst and problem-solving, as well as conflict resolution skills. These tasks 
often left the schools, the parents, the students and myself exhausted and drained of 
energy and emotions. I was conscious of trying to separate the roles of researcher and 
employee, somehow, but I was acutely aware that my professional role could not be 
separated. It did influence the direction of my research, as I often subjectively, and 
silently, sided with the student, and parent, in difficult situations that arose in my 
work life. I also acknowledge that in these difficult situations, the school 
administrators and teachers felt they were acting in the best interests of the student, 
and the system. Yet to me they were missing the point. They remained unable to 
acknowledge the complexity of some student lives, and were making decisions about 
the educational futures of young students by supporting a system that valued only one 
‘way of being’ (Friere, 1993 p. 11). To me, this denied student agency and voice and 
it promoted narrow and selective learning outcomes that they perceived were right. 
What schools were failing to consider, and to recognize, is that acting appropriately 
can mean finding solutions that meet the diversity of student need, and not necessarily 
the requirements of monological styles of instruction. What was missing in situations 
where student dislocation from school was normalised, was a solution that was 
brokered that allowed a student to begin to structure their own identity. This would 
enable a flexible solution that managed to keep the student, and parent, positively 
engaged within the education system. 
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In the schools I was researching, I had asked to interview a cross-section of students 
in the middle years of their education. This required students who were engaged in 
their learning as well as students who were considered to be disengaging from school. 
In the alternative programs, or insurgent solutions, I considered any students 
appropriate for interviews, as the students in these programs did not often fit into a 
discreet group or year level cohort of students.  I was intending to interview eight 
students in each school, and interview them up to four times each, however, this 
proved to be too difficult to achieve. There were time constraints, and student 
availability for interviews was sometimes an issue due to sickness, or non-attendance 
for a range of reasons. Some students did not seem to be totally engaged in the 
process, and I considered not re-interviewing a number of them after the first 
interview.  
The following vignette provides some insight into what I was hoping to achieve 
through the interviews. For me, it is an example of how individual students can be 
unique, and how they are often backgrounded within schools, when the image they 
convey of themselves, as an example of their own identity formation, is considered 
inappropriate within mainstream schools. 
Vignette	  number	  1	  
The interview questions I had selected, and submitted for ethics approval, were the 
same questions with which I started all my interviews. As I began each interview, I 
knew that I would pursue any threads or ideas for other questions that may have 
developed from the initial interview questions. I was prepared for this, and if 
necessary, to abandon my initial questions to take on any interesting ideas that 
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emerged. I would pursue these ideas further if the interview demanded it. On one 
occasion, this is what happened.  
I interviewed a student in Southern Cross Learning, who is known uniquely as 
‘NoOne’. I was told by the program manager that he had a unique perspective on the 
world, and this did emerge as the first interview progressed. I guided him through the 
first interview question, and then he was able to follow the thread of this question and 
speak for thirty minutes, almost without drawing breath. I was impressed with the 
comments he was making and decided to see if he wished to assist with the interview 
process. I asked him if he was interested in conducting some interviews on my behalf, 
and in effect, this would make him an active co-researcher. He was pleased with this 
offer and suggested filming the interviews. I was concerned with gaining parental 
approval for the interviews, however he was able to assure me that all the students he 
was thinking of interviewing, and who were enrolled in Southern Cross Learning, 
were of mature age, living independently. He has provided me with transcripts of 
interviews he conducted, has kept in touch with me, and added some further 
comments as well as editing some earlier transcripts he provided for me.  
An interesting event occurred. 
Vignette	  number	  2	  
 
Soon after I completed all the interviews, I was contacted by the person acting as the 
Assistant Principal at Southern Cross Learning. She asked me to cease all contact 
with the student known as ‘NoOne’, and ordered me to have no contact with him. She 
indicated that I needed to have sought ethics approval to interview the teaching staff, 
and that I was not to interview them.  She informed me that Southern Cross Learning 
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was not the same program as I had originally been involved with (I was heavily 
involved in its inception), and that I probably still believed I could be involved in the 
program in any capacity that I wanted. She indicated the program was now different, 
and that I should not interview students that she considered were not representative of 
the program. I viewed these comments as ironic, as the comments made by all staff, 
and students at Southern Cross Learning were completely supportive of how the 
program was working for them. I felt her need to take control of the information flow 
was unnecessary, unsuitable and controlling in the extreme. She now no longer works 
at Southern Cross learning, having retired from teaching. 
Southern	  Cross	  Learning	  and	  the	  Main	  Lead	  Learning	  Exchange:	  the	  
interviews	  
The Program Managers arranged student interviews at Southern Cross Learning and 
the Main Lead Learning Exchange on my behalf. I enjoy a close relationship with 
them and they were entirely supportive of the process I had outlined to them. Students 
in both programs are not arranged within year levels so the selection of students 
occurred across all age ranges. Making sure all the required documentation was 
completed on time was an issue that did cause me some stress. 
Humffray	  Engagement:	  the	  interviews	  
 
Student interviews at Humffray Engagement were conducted as the students became 
available. I had discussed my requirements for the interviews with staff, however 
getting signed permission forms to parents was quite problematic, and the return rate 
for approvals was difficult to achieve within a suitable amount of time. The staff in 
the Humffray Engagement program was enthusiastic, totally engaged in supporting 
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my research and indicated they looked forward to being interviewed. In fact, quite an 
amount of banter was engaged in, as they know me as someone who has had input in 
designing the program structure in the initial stages of its development. 
Bentley	  Secondary	  College:	  the	  interviews	  
 
Interviews at Bentley Secondary College were arranged through one of the Assistant 
Principals employed at the school, a person I work closely with on other school 
related matters. I was informed that the students were not hand-picked to represent a 
particular view. The students, who were randomly selected, were informed by the 
Assistant Principal, and in front of me, that they could say what they liked in the 
interview, and that they were not to feel hindered in any way. The interviews were 
arranged for me in an orderly and timely manner. The general office staff were 
organised to call up students as required by my interview schedule. I felt comfortable 
in this environment, and I soon settled into the role of interviewer, and not Regional 
Office representative. 
Hotham	  Secondary	  College:	  the	  interviews	  
 
The interviews at Hotham Secondary College were conducted over two sites, the 
Hotham West site interviews were held regularly, with a wide selection of willing 
student participants. The selection process was well organized with a private space 
organized for the interviews. The Hotham East site interviews were more haphazard, 
with only three full interviews conducted on site. A former student of the Main Lead 
East site was interviewed separately, after she was excluded from the campus for 
behaviour issues. The vignette that follows describes the circumstances of her 
disengagement. 
164	  	  
Vignette	  number	  3	  
 
The student was nominated by her school into the Assistant Principals’ Reference 
Group, a group I chair that re-allocates students into other schools, or alternative 
programs. She was not allocated a school through this process. The referring school 
believed her best pathway was to attend the Humffray Engagement program. The staff 
managing this program were concerned that she was being excluded from school after 
only three weeks of attending a year seven program in a mainstream school. No 
documentation was presented at the Reference Group, or to Humffray Engagement, to 
indicate what processes and strategies had been put in place to attempt to find a way 
to engage with the student, or ways in which to manage her behaviour in a more 
compassionate way.  
The student was living with her aunt, as she had done for most of her life. Her father 
had committed suicide, and her mother, a significant drug and alcohol user, 
abandoned her to the care of her aunt. At the time of her year seven rebellion at the 
Hotham Secondary College Main Lead East Campus, she had just returned from a 
supervised visit with her mother that went horribly wrong. This precipitated her 
behaviour issues at the school. 
Her aunt decided she could no longer care for the girl, and she was placed in the care 
of a local welfare organization that now looked after her total wellbeing. This 
organization liaised closely with our department, and we lobbied at first 
unsuccessfully to have her returned to the same school, with a carefully constructed 
return-to-school plan to which the school had initially agreed. The welfare 
organization continued to address the behaviour needs of the girl in an holistic manner 
as best as they could. They worked closely with our department to continue to lobby 
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to have her returned to school. In conjunction with my manager, we approached the 
principal to seek a placement in another campus of the school. 
This placement was successfully arranged and the girl commenced a part-time 
enrolment that has now been increased to fulltime due to her success in school. It was 
my intention to interview this student to see what she would like to say back to the 
system that initially let her down so badly. 
The	  interview	  process	  
 
I conducted forty-five interviews with students across the selected five sites in Main 
Lead. As I mentioned previously, I was not initially comfortable in conducting the 
interviews. I had no template to follow, except a gut instinct to try to make my co-
researchers feel comfortable. I am attributing this feeling to my former teaching roles 
where I believed that, rightly or wrongly, I combined a considerable amount of acting 
and bluff in my teaching style. I mention this now, as I did not want to unduly 
influence the responses I received to the questions I asked. I did not want to lead my 
co-researchers into saying things that were not accurate or truthful for them. Yet I 
admit I did want them to concur with the direction I was pursuing in my thesis. I felt I 
needed to create the conditions for the students to be able to understand, and to 
comment authentically on the type of information I was after. I was looking for 
information that went beyond what was happening in their classes, and more than a 
simple and basic critique of timetables, textbooks and styles of teaching. I wanted to 
look beyond what may seem too pragmatic or too simplistic in their responses. I 
wanted to create conversations with the students that probed into what they could 
envisage as a real learning environment, an environment that went beyond extending 
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or modifying what was currently available to them in schools. I wanted them to look 
toward what their learning could become in the future.  
I commenced the interviews with a series of questions that were pre-approved by the 
University of Main Lead Ethics Committee. I was determined, however, to move 
beyond these questions when I felt it was required. I formulated a plan to use some 
restorative-styled questions that sought to ask students how they felt about the ways 
their schools were organized. I wanted to find out how these practices impacted on 
their attendance, their motivation, and how students in school view it as a learning 
space. I felt a restorative styled approach to the interview process would complement 
the research style I was developing. I wanted also to conduct multiple interviews, as I 
believed this would allow me, as a novice interviewer, to assist the co-researchers and 
me to relax and let the conversation flow over several interviews. It was important for 
me to see the interviews as something developing and maturing as I progressed. I was 
determined to move beyond any form of a one-dimensional question and answer 
process. I wanted to extend and draw out the views of my co-researchers as they 
relaxed, so that they could freely give their views without any constraints that I felt 
could emerge in one single interview. I was also quite vigilant of my own 
participation and how my involvement in any way could lead or direct the interviews.  
Transcribing the interviews 
 
After the interview process was completed, I needed to transcribe all the interviews so 
I could then start to shape how they might be represented in my thesis. Initially, and 
possibly naively, I simply listened to the interviews, stopped the recording, and then 
typed the student responses into a word document. I kept repeating this process until I 
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soon realized how laborious and time consuming it would become, with forty-five 
interviews to transcribe. Each interview lasted between twenty-five and forty-five 
minutes. I estimated that this would amount to between three thousand and four 
thousand words per interview. It was with a degree of resignation that I went about 
this task.  
At some point in this process, and with some creative soul searching, I recalled how 
voice recognition software programs had sufficiently improved to where they could 
both recognize and type voice. I rationalized that this would save time and energy, 
and streamline the transcription process I had undertaken. Subjectively, I was not able 
to reconcile this technology as something that would be able to actually work. I 
decided to investigate what software packages were available to purchase, and indeed 
whether they did work. I consulted with friends, colleagues and office workers I 
knew, but became more confused by their responses. My research then shifted to 
internet reviews and product descriptions from which I decided to purchase a product 
that had reasonable independent reviews and with positive manufacturer claims that 
appeared sensible and achievable.  
Once the product was purchased, and my voice trained, or ‘attuned’ to the program, I 
sat down and began transcribing, using only my voice. I still had to manually stop and 
start the recordings, yet with minimal voice training, the package was able to type 
with a high degree of accuracy. For me, this significantly reduced the amount of time 
it took me to transcribe a complete interview. 
When the interviews had been transcribed, I worked on developing a presentation 
style that was able to represent the views of my co-researchers. I wanted to use their 
voice effectively within the discursive formation I was developing. I wanted their 
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views to be presented in a critical, or advocatory ethnographic capacity (Smyth & 
McInerney, 2013). I needed to style their voices into a format that foregrounds how 
my co-researchers could speak back to unfair school policy with a degree of precision 
and clarity. The written and representative presentation style I developed, needed to 
reflect my co-researchers’ intensity and awareness in an accurate way. I needed to 
document how students disconnect from school, and then what could be done about it. 
I also needed to include resonating quotes that I could use in my thesis, as powerful 
statements that articulated the intensity of the feelings of my co-researchers. I needed 
to respectfully allocate and align the information in a way that foregrounded how my 
analysis through bricolage could be woven and threaded through the interviews to 
draw out my co-researchers’ voices. It was important that the key themes they 
identified were foregrounded to demonstrate how student disconnection and 
disengagement is a product of how discourses around power are exercised within 
schools. 
Understanding the interviews 
 
I want to represent accurately the experiences of the students, teachers and agency 
workers I interview. I need to ratify their feelings and validate how they have 
responded to me, so that what they are saying may form the basis of future 
transformative educational change. The best way that I can represent their views will 
be through threading their responses through what Kincheloe and Berry (2004) 
describe as the point of entry text (POET). This is a part of the analytical process of 
bricolage which will give deeper meaning to the structure of the discursive formation 
I am structuring.  I will be using the discursive formation to illuminate what my co-
researchers are saying in response to the school wellbeing policy montage that will be 
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represented as the POET. This becomes my discursive formation. It is where the 
openness and the rawness in the interview process that I have undertaken are 
authorized to make meaning. It allows for contrasting views to rub against each other 
in an equal analytical space.  
I will be representing how students have responded by foregrounding their voices so 
that they will assume equal importance to all other voices that are represented within 
the discursive formation. This will occur through holding up what they say against 
what schools say they will do for their students as it is documented in their school 
wellbeing policy. These are real policies and they are represented as the point of entry 
text. The point of entry text, the POET, is a montage of local school policy that will 
be drawn from the welfare and discipline policies of the school sites that I am 
researching in Main Lead. This policy montage documents how schools aim to be 
inclusive. Through bricolage, I will be able to analyse what my co-researchers have to 
say in relation to this policy montage in a deeper and more thorough way. What I will 
be foregrounding will be the silences that emerge, and the gaps that become evident 
between what my co-researchers have to say about the actions, the signs, and the 
symbolic gestures that act to exclude students. I will show how this evidence of 
exclusion can be made visible through gaps that emerge in the school statements that 
are the public record of what schools say they will put in place for their students. The 
aim of bricolage is to expose power, and I will be foregrounding the discourses 
around power that flow through schools. It is how power/knowledge discourses flow 
through schools that authorises the actions of schools to exclude students. Ultimately, 
this causes harm to students. I will be divulging these acts of student dislocation 
through the multi-dimensionality of bricolage.  
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One	  final	  word	  on	  currere	  
 
It is here that my immersion in my thesis once again becomes apparent and I am not 
retreating from how I wish it to be an example of ‘advocacy ethnography’ (Smyth & 
McInerney, 2013). As I noted in the previous chapter, I wanted to reflexively explain 
my involvement in the research through Pinar’s theory of Currere (1975). For me, 
Currere strengthens and contributes meaning to how I am engaged in this project, in a 
reflexive way. Pinar describes Currere as a process that happens through curriculum 
being re-aligned as an active and intrinsic locus that determines what a teaching and 
learning relationship can look like. Re-positioning Currere as an active and subjective 
form of curriculum, Pinar grammatically re-configures curriculum from ‘a noun into a 
verb’ (Pinar, 2004, p. 19). He values subjective student experiences over an 
instructional process that objectifies knowledge and packages it as curriculum. Pinar 
identifies curriculum, or Currere, as a reflexive process involving the individual, 
subjectively, and ethically, understanding how they are placed, and situated in their 
own learning environment, and how their motivations as learners can determine their 
own learning structure and environment. Pinar re-configures curriculum and learning 
as a subjectively based process that is at once meaningful to the teacher and to the 
student. Pinar identifies that what is important to the teacher and the student, does 
need to become the basis of what is to be explored within a learning negotiation.  
I am identifying with the reflexivity that I believe is inherent in the theory of Currere, 
and how my employment and research experiences position me as fully engaged in 
both of them. This locates me as a legitimate part of the research process. Through 
Currere, I am aware of the past influences that have contributed to my current 
educational expectations, and all that I recognize as a preferred educational future. 
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This is grounded in the reality of my current roles and responsibilities as an employee 
of the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development. I am reflexively 
recognising who I am, where I am, and where I hope to be, and I acknowledge this 
synthesis through Currere. It allows me to represent myself and my co-researchers in 
the knowledge that I am aware of all the influences that have occurred in my past, 
how this may have influenced my current theories around educational practice, my 
employment, my research role, and how this may inform a preferred educational 
future for me, as well as the students, staff and schools I represent here; and I will 
advocate for this. What this allows for me in my research, is to feel authorized to be a 
participant and an advocate within it. Through this, I am able to develop honest 
recommendations that are ethically grounded and that are based on this understanding 
of where and how I fit in. 
I am personally ratifying my involvement in my research through Currere. In doing 
this, I am establishing my ethical credentials and my right to explore how best to 
represent the views I have sought to mobilize. By declaring my hand, I can now move 
into exploring how I intend to unravel the complexities of representation, to ensure 
the views I seek to foreground are accurate and forcefully put. 
The	  research	  site	  as	  the	  point	  of	  entry	  text:	  a	  montage	  of	  real	  school	  
policy	  
 
The point of entry text that forms a part of the discursive formation is the transaction 
that allows the methodology of bricolage to be enacted, and to take on an analytical 
form and shape (Kincheloe and Berry, 2004). The point of entry text is a montage of 
school, and DEECD policy. The point of entry text represents what schools say they 
will do when they deal with student issues and becomes the ‘point of entry’ to 
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examine what is said, or conveyed, within the discursive formation. What this 
achieves, is to quarantine what is said within the discursive formation so an 
understanding of what schools say they will do for students is analysed within the 
reality of how it is actually affecting student lives. This policy montage that occurs 
within the discursive formation is a school’s public representation of what it says it 
will do to manage student learning and wellbeing. It is the written representation of 
the rules and regulations that students must adhere to within the school structures that 
are in place to manage their behaviour. The point of entry text becomes the public 
face of a school’s student management practice and is derived from the school’s 
understanding of the policy directions that are set down by the Department Of 
Education and Early Childhood Development and other locally agreed to initiatives.   
Within the discursive formation, analysis occurs on equal terms, no voice is 
considered more important than others. Student voice is threaded through the point of 
entry text where, as Foucault (1972) describes, ‘one is forced to advance beyond 
familiar territory, far from the certainties to which one is accustomed, toward an as 
yet uncharted land and unforeseeable conclusion’ (p. 38). This becomes the space 
where student voice can puncture policy, and open up spaces where it, and student 
agency, can interact equally with school policy and critically act to recuperate and 
resuscitate policy such as this. Student voice may then be inclusive of identity 
formation, and the reality of the lives that students do in fact lead. In the next section, 
I will outline my POET, my point of entry text. The POET I have constructed is a 
montage drawn from the actual Student Wellbeing Policies of two Main Lead 
secondary colleges. What follows is a combination of real school policies drawn 
together that reflect the real and actual ‘work’ that two local schools say they will do 
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for their students. I have put this montage together to represent a fictitious school, a 
school that I have named Robert Rede Secondary College.  
The	  point	  of	  entry	  text:	  Robert	  Rede	  Secondary	  College,	  a	  school	  
policy	  statement	  
 
Robert Rede Secondary College is a co-educational College that prides itself on 
endowing our students to accomplish their best in learning, personal and social 
advancement, by administering excellence in teaching. 
As an association of students, we value dignity, honour and accountability. We have a 
teaching framework situating the learner in the middle of their education experience.  
We are responsive to the requirements of 21st Century education and learning, and are 
adapting our processes to individualise our student education programs.  
We value the role we play as a neighbourhood of learners to connect to, and engage 
with, our students to construct positive and enduring relationships. We are pleased to 
have initiated these structures to support students and their learning. 
We provide our learners with learning consultants, able to understand each student, 
and help them achieve their potential. This enables all our learners to enjoy a safe and 
positive environment to ensure they succeed.  
We are immensely proud of augmenting the learning and social growth of our learners 
whilst we ensure we develop personal responsibility and leadership. Our processes 
hinge on involving excellent relationships with our local community, and on ensuring 
safe and positive learning environments for our students. We strongly monitor our 
commitment to assist all students to be successful with close collaboration between 
the school and home.  
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The members of our community are learners thriving in an environment free from 
discrimination and prejudice.  Each student is well supported and valued as an 
individual contributor to our common goals. We are a caring, supportive and student-
centred school where there is no us and them, and where we are tolerant of each 
other’s differences. Our community values a restorative approach to student 
behaviour issues and personal growth, and we encourage all students to act and 
behave responsibly, and to monitor their impact on others’ learning. All students have 
a mentor teacher, and our innovative approaches to engage our community invites 
students, parents and staff to assess our performance, and plan for future 
improvement. 
Robert Rede Secondary College: student wellbeing policy and procedures 
Our policies in relation to student wellbeing, and our code of conduct, flow from our 
vision. As a learning community, we want our students to attend because they feel 
protected, appreciated, sustained and stimulated. We want them to leave our 
community feeling assured about their futures, through being adaptable, highly 
regarded, and able to build healthy, positive relationships. 
Robert Rede Secondary College’s Code of Conduct is constructed on three principles, 
dignity, honour and reliability. Each principle is demonstrated through: 
Robert Rede Secondary College: dignity 
Representing the College in a positive manner at all times 
Achieving to the best of your ability 
Celebrating the traditions and achievements of the College  
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Upholding our appearance and attitudes 
Robert Rede Secondary College: honour 
Is articulated through our speech, actions and manners 
Is enacted by an appreciation of our environment, our classrooms, resources, 
community and grounds 
Is demonstrated by our honesty, teamwork and acceptance of others opinions and 
rights 
Is evident in the manner in which we provide care and support for all members of our 
College community.  
Is enacted through positive communication, and connected relationships 
Robert Rede Secondary College: reliability 
 
Is actioned through personal learning and growth 
Is evident in our organization, management, goal setting and achievement 
Is shown through our modelling and encouragement of positive behaviours 
Is demonstrated through our forward thinking, innovation, creativity and flexibility 
that Informs our decision making 
Robert Rede Secondary College: consequences for inappropriate behaviour 
Student behaviour that is considered to interfere with the College’s expectations will 
initially be dealt with by the staff member witnessing the transgression. For 
continuing offences, or incidents of a more serious nature, the student will need to 
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attend a meeting conducted by a Team Leader, Core Teacher or Year Level 
Coordinator. Any major offences will be immediately referred to the Assistant 
Principal or Principal.  
When a student does not behave in the expected manner, or when they interfere with 
the rights of other students, they must assume there will be consequences for their 
actions. The consequences may include counselling, detentions, withdrawal from 
class, withdrawal of privileges, suspensions or expulsion from school. Our staff keep 
personal records of student examples of inappropriate behaviour, so action to address 
this behaviour may be taken. Incidents will be recorded, and referred on to Team 
Leaders, Core teachers, Year Level Coordinators and or Assistant Principals. These 
records may be required in any instances of suspension or expulsion conferences.  
Any students sent out of class to Team Leaders, Core Teachers, Year Level 
Coordinators, or Assistant Principals, must have a note with them clarifying the 
student’s exclusion from the class. These procedures are in accordance with 
Departmental guidelines  
Discipline Procedures/Ministerial Order No 1: Regulation XVI (Discipline) 
Detentions are periods of time in which the school deprives the student of some of his 
or her time. These may occur as yard duty, working after school hours, lunch hour 
maintenance, or repair-work around the school or the completion of work sheets.  
Robert Rede Secondary College: classroom expectations 
 
Our staff has a responsibility to ensure all students behave in a lawful manner, and 
that directions are to be followed.  Staff has a responsibility for the welfare and 
progress of students. Any emerging non-cooperation will be dealt with by the 
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classroom teacher however the teacher is not expected to lose teaching time when 
responding to continual non-cooperative behaviour, at the expense of children who 
wish to work.  
All teachers will utilize their classroom management plan when encountering 
instances of non-cooperation from students. All plans should include processes that 
include warnings to being removed from class, and detentions. Teachers must ensure 
issues of non-cooperation are followed up with the appropriate staff members. 
When a pattern of non-cooperation is evident, the following steps may be taken. 
1. Removal from class until a conditional return can be negotiated 
2. Parental consultation 
3. Counseling for the student 
4. Negotiation of an alternative pathway to ensure the student’s engagement in 
education, training or employment 
In extreme cases of unacceptable classroom behaviour, which may include a single 
incident, suspension will follow and a conference will be called with parents or 
guardians to investigate the future education, training or employment options for the 
student, and prior to returning to school.  
Our staff will make every opportunity for student learning take place.  Students who 
fail to attempt to complete set tasks will be dealt with by teachers. Options may 
include counselling, negotiating alternative tasks, contact with parents and or 
detentions.  
Robert Rede Secondary College: movement of students 
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Students should only use the doors in the East and West wings of the main building. 
Students may only use Carbone Hall under the supervision of a teacher. The Library 
is available for use with a pass, and different year levels may be rostered to use the 
library on a regular basis. 
Robert Rede Secondary College: leaving the College 
Once a student has entered the College, they are not permitted to leave without signed 
permission. Students who need to leave during the day, are required to bring a note 
from home. Lunch passes may be used to go home for lunch, but not to the shops. 
Students who do leave without permission will be interviewed, and will be dealt with 
according to the situation. 
Students are not permitted to speak with, or encourage people who are loitering in or 
around the school. In instances such as this, the police will be called. 
Robert Rede Secondary College: student leadership 
The College appoints a Senior Student Leadership Team comprising the following: 
one male and one female school captain. One male and one female deputy school 
captain, six female, and six male vice captains. As well, each year level appoints a 
leadership group and this comprises a whole school leadership council. The following 
leadership positions are also made available: House Captains, House Vice-Captains, 
and Music Captain. 
In the next chapter, I will briefly introduce my co-researchers and thread their 
responses through the point of entry text. I want to note here that in the next chapter, 
this montage, albeit a real example of school wellbeing policy, comes up against the 
raw honesty of student voice. I want these potentially contrasting views to intersect, 
179	  	  
and make visible where school policy, regardless of its calls to inclusiveness, fails to 
meet the needs of all students. 
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CHAPTER	  SIX	  –	  THE	  DISCURSIVE	  FORMATION:	  	  POSITIONING	  
STUDENT	  VOICE	  AGAINST	  THE	  POINT	  OF	  ENTRY	  TEXT,	  AN	  
EXPLICIT	  CONFRONTATION	  WITH	  SCHOOL	  POLICY	  	  
	  
I	  am	  writing	  from	  a	  particular	  point	  of	  view:	  how	  discourses	  around	  
power	  and	  manufactured	  knowledge	  limit	  student	  identity	  formation	  
 
I want to be clear as I commence this chapter, my thesis is not neutral; it is partisan 
(Kincheloe, 2006). My thesis respectfully sides with the voices of my co-researchers 
and how they have interpreted their dislocation from learning. It is my contention that 
their dislocation from school has been orchestrated by an education system that is 
meant to nurture them. In this chapter, I want to start to push back, I want to begin to 
speak from a perspective that commences with my views on education and what I 
believe it needs to become for all students. I want this to be reinforced first, by briefly 
introducing my co-researchers and secondly, weaving through this chapter their 
voices. I want to advocate ethnographically, (Smyth & McInerney, 2013) through 
crafting respectful narratives that go some way to reinforce my co-researcher’s stories 
in thematic and powerful ways. Their stories will reflect on how student dislocation 
from learning can occur along several axes of marginalization. Conservative school 
administrators construct axes of marginalization to implement exclusionary 
delineation points within schools. These delineation points, or axes, position how 
students can either be closer to, or further away, from the dominant school values that 
are manufactured through discourses around power. What this means for some 
students, is that their marginalisation from learning is not necessarily something they 
construct for themselves, and it has nothing to do with their status as a learner. It is 
how they are viewed as either an asset, or as a liability to the school. How the school 
constructs a preferred student image is a manufactured process led by the discourses 
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around power that enforce the values that are considered compulsory in schools. 
Power discourses such as these are activated through various levels of influence 
within schools. A range of different levels of authority represents them. They may be 
authoritarian figures within schools, enforcing localized forms of dominant discourses 
and these can be made visible through the values, and the rules of the school. 
Authority may also be represented semiotically, through how power may be 
represented symbolically within the school. Power in instances such as these, 
responds to student actions and behaviours which contravene what has been decided 
as valued behaviour, and learning, within the school. How students interpret their own 
space and actions within the school depends on how their worldview aligns with a 
school’s dominant values. The degree of alignment may work in their interests if 
positive, or against them if their values do not correspond. It then acts to locate them 
on an axis of marginalization, or indeed an axis of acceptance. 
	  
By categorizing students in this way constructed levels of behaviour are instigated by 
schools. These levels of behaviour locate students within an axis of acceptable 
behaviour, through to an axis of modifiable behaviour. If they move too far away 
from an acceptable axis of behaviour, they are excluded. This occurs regardless of 
who they are as individuals, or who they wish to become. Students are ‘templated’ 
into identities that relate to what the school believes they should become. This is 
reflected in the school’s construction of valued behaviour and valued outcomes. 
	  
The image the school portrays of itself is benchmarked by dominant discourses 
around power and these represent what matters in schools. These discourses can be 
observed by students through semiotic observations that decode the visual 
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representations of what is important within schools. The school uniform, and the 
school dress code are represented as semiotic identifiers. Compliance with these 
codes signifies student obedience, and how students can be categorized within the 
school. Other visible symbols of accepted dominance, such as the badges the school 
captains wear, are representative of compliance, and an acceptance of the rules of the 
school. Reaching what is conceived to be the peak of acceptable behaviour rewards 
compliant students. In reality, this is nothing more than role sharing power, whereby 
compliant students are invited to spy on other students. Image is also represented by 
order. Maps of the school represent the acceptable and unacceptable locations that 
students can access. Student timetables reinforce the need to be on time. Being late 
and being absent, become qualities that construct who that person is, rather than being 
seen as a product of how schools wish to control and organize student time.  
The curriculum is a means to determine how effectively students absorb and 
regurgitate information. This demonstrates how well they have succumbed to 
regulatory compliance. All of these compliance measures are packaged into a range of 
localized school-based rules and policies that explicitly label what are acceptable and 
unacceptable actions that manipulate and ultimately control order within schools. 
School image and order masquerades as the student wellbeing policy. These policies 
nevertheless imprint a code of behaviour that visibly identifies and foregrounds 
student identities that schools can consider threatening. 
It is student wellbeing policies that have allowed me to construct my point of entry 
text. My analytic interpretation through bricolage explores the effects of these policies 
on my co-researchers. My point of entry text is a montage constructed from real 
school policy documents. It is coded and subversive policy that tells the school 
community what will be done to engage with students who are enrolled in the school. 
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It tells parents how the school will engage with their sons and daughters, and how it 
will respond when engagement with students, on their terms only, goes awry.  
The	  role	  of	  reflexivity	  and	  advocacy	  ethnography	  
 
I have identified my reflexive self in this research. In being reflexive, I am located 
within the portraits. The evidence that emerges comes from the questions I asked and 
through the construction of the narratives. What develops through the narratives is a 
collective voice that advocates for education to be re-imagined. My co-researchers, 
through these portraits, are advocating for three reform areas that require careful and 
considered attention. These three areas of reform will provide the basis for the 
recommendations I will be making as they fuse with how I have sought to make 
visible how relational and ethical styles of learning must be considered intrinsic to 
any learning transaction. They are, first, the need for increased flexibility in how 
students wish to be organized as learners. Secondly, the identification of meaningful 
outcomes needs to be considered for students who seek to organize their learning in 
alternative ways; outcomes that are mindful of what individual identity formation can 
mean to them. Thirdly, the development of forms of cosmopolitan curriculum that 
acknowledge identity formation and who young people are as learners, and the 
implementation of a style of curriculum that is not dependent on re-telling the 
dominant story (Pinar, 2009, pp. 26-27). For me, this is a style of learning that 
embraces criticality, as well as relational and ethical agency.  
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The	  discursive	  formation:	  speaking	  back	  to	  unresponsive	  school	  
policy	  to	  foreground	  the	  reality	  of	  young	  lives	  	  
 
What follows is my discursive formation. This is where the point of entry text, the 
synthesis of school policy as it relates to the management of young people in Main 
Lead, intersects with the narratives of my co-researchers – the students and the 
agency workers speaking back to this policy montage.  
I have selected five questions that represent Main Lead school policies. The questions 
are derived from actual Main Lead College policy papers and are represented here 
under the pseudonym Robert Reed Secondary College. Responding to this policy 
montage are the narrative portraits that challenge this view. The narratives are woven 
through the policy statements. I will also be reflexively involved; adding comments in 
my role of bricoleur, analysing the comments at the point where they intersect and 
collide, hopefully providing some thickness and depth to the voices of the research 
participants. 
To strengthen this thickness and depth I will provide some dimension to my co-
researchers through some background information on their lives and history. It is 
necessary that they be seen as respondents with both strengths and weaknesses  
School and alternative program students 
 
Name School history Personal life 
Marcus Marcus attended a local 
secondary college where he 
became aware of the coded 
messages sent to him by the 
school. Marcus is not 
Marcus had siblings who attended 
the same school in previous years. 
He felt these connections were 
held against him. He felt trapped 
and insulted by these attitudes. He 
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subservient and he ‘pushed 
back’ against the bullying and 
unfair treatment he received 
whilst at school. At first he 
took advantage of this, and did 
not attend. He understood he 
wanted to learn, so he took 
control of his own future 
was able to eloquently speak about 
his grievances without malice, and 
at 18 years of age had become a 
role model for other students in 
the alternative setting he attended. 
He is undecided about his own 
future but he is determined to 
succeed. 
Charlie Charlie was considered a 
troublemaker in primary school 
and this was where I first met 
him. In secondary school, 
where I was re-introduced to 
him, he was cheeky, engaging 
and more than prepared to 
speak his mind. His education 
program alternated between 
mainstream school and 
alternative programs. He has a 
very supportive mother and she 
oversees his learning program. 
Charlie is now 15 and according to 
his mother has a range of learning 
disabilities. She suggests he has a 
particular disability and the school 
disputed this. This caused some 
tension between the school and 
home. Charlie, however, is 
cheerful and confident and was 
pleased to offer various 
interpretative insights into school 
life, and the management of his 
school. He is a very entertaining 
young man. 
Elizabeth Elizabeth was moved from 
school to school, sometimes by 
her own choice and sometimes 
by schools confronted by her 
behavior. Elizabeth continues 
to face a number of complex 
trauma issues, including the 
unexpected death of her father. 
She was referred to a local 
alternative program and began 
a supportive process of 
personal healing and 
development. 
Elizabeth is now 20 years old and 
lives with her mother. They 
remain close, however, the issues 
that have plagued her for years are 
far from resolved. Elizabeth’s 
enrolment in a local alternative 
program was the first time in her 
life she was able to make some 
progress in understanding what 
had happened to her, and to 
resolve some of these 
complexities. 
George George struggled at school 
soon after commencing year 7. 
The school Integration Team 
supported him, yet after a 
limited time in school, his 
Principal decided his behavior 
was unacceptable for a 
George was 13 years old when I 
first met him. He has lived with 
his grandmother for most of his 
young life. He hopes to return to 
his mainstream school where he 
has a number of friends. He did 
disclose that he had learnt a lot 
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mainstream school. from his time attending an 
alternative program. 
Susan Susan is well connected to 
learning and has attended the 
same school since she 
completed primary school. She 
is openly critical of how 
schools currently manage 
student learning, and was able 
to point out the inconsistencies 
in the ways that schools 
manage students and their 
learning programs. 
Susan is determined to commence 
a career in youth work. She is not 
sure in what area exactly. 
Throughout her interviews she 
emphasised how much she 
enjoyed working in what she 
termed adult learning 
environments, such as the local 
TAFE college she attended as a 
part of her school program. 
Samantha Samantha attended a private 
school and left after she was 
bullied and put down by both 
teachers and students. She was 
referred to a local alternative 
program and responded 
positively to the respect given 
to her.  
I interviewed Samantha soon after 
she had turned 18 and had 
commenced an Arts degree at a 
local University. She credited her 
University enrolment to the care 
and support she received at her 
alternative school. She intends to 
pursue a dual career as an artist 
and mentor to young troubled 
students. 
Jane Jane is a well-connected 
student who is enjoying her 
senior school years. She thinks 
deeply and carefully before 
responding to questions. I was 
not at all surprised by her 
answers that demonstrated 
support for students who were 
forcibly disconnected from 
school. I was, however, 
surprised by the forceful and 
direct ways that she advocated 
for change. 
Jane lives what seems to me a 
well-adjusted life with supportive 
parents and family. She has well 
formulated career aspirations and 
is able to manage her school-home 
life commitments with ease. 
Angela Angela is a year ten student 
and is connected to all aspects 
of her learning. She is a 
confident person and is not 
afraid to speak her mind. 
Angela enjoys a strong cohort of 
friends and enjoys positive 
relationships within school and at 
home. 
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Angela drew attention to the 
complexities students 
experience in their lives. 
 
 
As noted at the beginning of this chapter, before each co-researcher comment 
commences, I will provide a brief introduction to introduce them.  
Robert Reed Secondary College: school principles 
1. What	  are	  the	  principles	  that	  guide	  the	  school	  and	  how	  do	  
these	  align	  with	  what	  students	  are	  saying?	  
 
Robert Rede Secondary College is a co-educational College that prides itself 
on endowing our students to accomplish their best in learning, personal and 
social advancement, by administering excellence in teaching.  
As an association of students, we value dignity, honour and accountability. We 
have a teaching framework situating the learner in the middle of their 
education experience.  We are responsive to the requirements of 21st Century 
education and learning, and are adapting our processes to individualise our 
student education programs.  
Our policies in relation to student wellbeing, and our code of conduct, flow 
from our vision. As a learning community, we want our students to attend 
because they feel protected, appreciated, sustained and stimulated. We want 
them to leave our community feeling assured about their futures, through 
being adaptable, highly regarded, and able to build healthy, positive 
relationships. 
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Robert Rede Secondary College’s Code of Conduct is constructed on three 
principles, dignity, honour and reliability.  
Relationships	  emerge	  as	  the	  dominant	  theme	  of	  student	  
responses	  to	  this	  policy	  statement	  
 
George	  
When I met George, he was deeply troubled and appeared to be lost. I had an 
overriding sense that he simply wanted to be successful and enjoy his time at school. 
George has attended a number of schools and programs and I will always remember 
the look of hope in his grandmother’s eyes each time I met with her. 
I came to Southern Cross Learning because I kept wrecking the class. I broke chairs 
and I just wouldn’t work. I could do the work though. I threw chairs and didn’t do the 
work. I just didn’t like it so I was suspended about fifty times. I would come into the 
class, I was bored and the work was not interesting; but I could do it. The school did 
some things to help but I don’t remember what they did. They did not offer a school 
counselor. 
 
I came back to school to learn. I didn’t really learn anything at Southern Cross 
Learning.  I did some hands-on work and some maths and English. I did more maths 
and English at Southern Cross Learning than at school, but I missed my friends. I 
missed being in a mainstream school like this. It would be better to combine Southern 
Cross Learning and my school. If I could transfer the stuff that happened at Southern 
Cross learning into my school here, I’d feel a lot better about that back here, it is more 
legitimate, more mainstream. 
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George indicates here that there are different value systems operating between the 
mainstream school he is currently attending and the alternative program he attended 
in the past. It appears that when different learning contexts are at play, different 
educational values, or forms of knowledge, are competing. What George is 
foregrounding here, is how relational styles of learning affirm the values that matter 
for George as a learner.  
 
In a more traditional school setting, George is pathologised and Othered. In this 
situation, he is considered less capable than students who conform, and his dignity 
and identity are backgrounded. His behavior is foregrounded and attempts are made 
to normalize his behaviour. In Southern Cross Learning, when the codes or signifiers 
of dominant discourses are removed, as they seem to have been here, George began 
the process of making sense of who he is as a learner.  
 
George identifies that removing him from his mainstream class also removes him 
from his friends. This reproduces for George an awareness of how monological 
learning is valued in formal schooling. George signifies that a step towards blending 
these two forms of learning as a way in which dominant forms of knowledge can be 
challenged. 
Susan	  
Susan is 16 years old and in year ten. She is a respectful and confident young person. 
She knows she has rights and that responsibilities come with those rights. She is 
interested in how her school runs and wants the best for everyone in the school, even 
if this does mean that some disruption has to take place. 
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Teachers need to be able to set rules, but you also need to be nice to students. You 
have to be mean, but in a nice way. Some teachers just yell and say you’re staying in 
and keep you in half a recess and you think, ‘no, I don’t like her anymore’. Then in 
every other class you come in with that attitude. If you have a teacher that you like, 
and you do work, you come in and say yes, I have this teacher and you do work. 
There are some teachers in the school where I hate going in their classes, because it’s 
like ‘oh, here we go again’. Then I have some other ones and it’s like oh yes, but it 
also depends if you’re interested in that subject and how the teacher treats you. I like 
it when teachers give you the opportunity to let you pick what you want to learn. In 
Advance, (a school subject) Mr. Jones lets us pick where we want to go camping and 
lets us organise our walks, hikes and stuff and it feels like we’re organising it instead 
of saying ‘yep, we are telling you to do this’. 
 
One thing that is important for our futures is positive feedback, being able to tell 
someone something negative, but in a positive way. Then you need to learn how to 
speak and nowadays you have to learn about technology. You have to know a certain 
amount of stuff to do with computers, and a certain amount of stuff about how to 
communicate. You have to have positive relationships with students, your peers and 
teachers. If you are negative, you are going to hate school, but if you do have a 
positive attitude, everything seems good.  
 
Relationships are important. You need to be able to communicate, so it is pretty 
important. Out of ten I would probably give it an 8 or a 9. You can work with 
someone without a relationship who you don’t know, you just need to be able to 
communicate, to talk properly and act responsibly with them. So it is building a 
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relationship anyway. If you don’t know them, you can still build a relationship with 
them even if it is a good relationship or a bad relationship. It doesn’t matter what your 
ideal teacher looks like. It’s more you have got to feel comfortable near them and be 
able to say stuff, and not be scared of a bad reaction, like yelling or something. They 
need to be able to speak wisely and be able to multi-task. Some teachers, you just hate 
having because they organise in different ways and you think they should organise it 
in a better way, but they are stubborn. They don’t listen for change, which is where 
good teachers can listen to you, and change their ways of teaching. Then you have a 
better way of learning.  
 
My ideal classroom would probably be like the Flex. (A multi-purpose classroom). It 
would have good tables and good chairs and maybe a sofa on the side for when you 
have finished your work, so you can chill. The Flex is three classrooms joined 
together. They join the three classes together, and you do your maths and your 
English altogether, they call it mesh. It was good because you got to do different stuff 
and work with different people in different classes and groups. You got to work with 
different people than usual. Work is different as they put out a certain topic and you 
get to pick your own groups. You would pick people you know you could work with, 
and you know who are going to do it with, so then if you are away, they will still do 
it; you work with people you feel comfortable with.  
 
For students who did not like school, if you wanted to find out why they didn’t like 
school, you could do a survey and get everyone to do it. Ask them if they like school 
and why, and if they don’t like school, then why does school frustrate you? Then you 
will come to get an idea about what they think. You don’t need to have good 
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relationships, but you need to have some sort of relationship. Teachers need to be able 
to communicate, and you need to rely on them and feel that they can help you and 
better yourself. The teachers need to be able to compromise and students need to be 
able to compromise as well. I would rate it eight or nine out of ten.  
 
In TAFE, (Technical and Further Education), in my VET (Vocational Education 
Program), program, they treat you more like adults. If you don’t do your homework, it 
is more of a personal choice. They don’t like taking it out on you. They say, ‘oh well, 
can you try and do it next week because people get busy and people get sick’. 
Students don’t always have time to do stuff. At VET, they understand that, but at 
school, they are like, well, school is number one, but we don’t like it. It is not for me! 
I would like it if the school was more like VET. My favourite places in school are the 
library, or the Flex. There are nice colours and it has got sofas, mats and computers 
that are set up nicely. If we talk or have a conversation in class, it depends on who the 
teacher is. Some teachers just let you do it, but if it is a strict teacher, even if you are 
talking about the subject, they will yell at you, and tell you to move, or leave the 
class. 
 
For Susan, relationships emerge as pivotal in ensuring that learning can take place in 
a respectful environment, and one that students feel comfortable in. Susan 
acknowledges that relationships do not always need to be friendly and cordial, yet she 
indicates that to be productive they must be respectful. She also reveals how she 
would like the opportunity to select and organize her own learning tasks. She reveals 
how she values the ways in which one of her teachers allows his students to plan and 
organise one of their classes.  
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Susan talks about how her vocational educational program is organized. This class is 
conducted away from the school, and relies on the students to organize themselves. 
Susan implies a high level of personalized learning is valued, and this form of 
learning is assisted by productive feedback that accurately measures the progress of 
the student. Susan enjoys how some of her classes are integrated to ensure a more 
collaborative approach to learning. Susan is also aware of how some teachers insist 
on telling students how to react and behave. According to Susan, students reject 
attitudes like this as being non-responsive to current learning needs and aspirations. 
Samantha	  
Samantha is an 18-year-old former private school student who can tell with precision, 
how her school experiences directed her towards some negative experiences. She is a 
talented artist and an eloquent speaker. 
When attending school, Samantha has only ever wanted to be heard. She articulates 
what has happened to her in her school with clarity. She refuses to become an 
invisible casualty of a school that has failed her. She has undertaken her own 
learning journey, one she is guiding by herself.  
Relationships play a really huge part actually and especially with teachers. I 
remember when I first came to year seven in my class, and I had my homeroom 
teacher. I was excited about getting to year seven, but I was treated as if I was pretty 
much nothing. The teacher didn’t want to have anything to do with me because she 
knew my brothers. As a year seven student, that is a hard thing to accept. A teacher 
who doesn’t like you because of your brothers, and they are giving you a hard time 
when you are new to that environment. You come across teachers who you have a 
great relationship with, and it works out to your advantage. As I said before with my 
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Physical Education teacher, I was not a good runner at that stage. During PE, he 
would say ‘let’s not focus on your running’. ‘Let’s focus on your javelin’. That was 
something I was actually good at. My relationship with that teacher helped me excel 
in that area and I ended up breaking my school’s record for javelin that year. He let 
me do that. With students, it is very hard to sit there without friends when you go 
through school. You are ostracised. You are not the same as everyone else. I like to 
dress a lot in black, but I am not Gothic or anything, but instantly you are a pariah. 
You get constantly teased and that is when students don’t want to go to school. It is 
too much to cope with I think.  
 
By rebelling you are getting attention from teachers who you never get attention from. 
You get put in detention so you are getting noticed for something, but still you are 
being punished for it again. If someone approached me with respect, and said look, I 
want to listen to what is going on and I will see what I can do to help. If they did that, 
but not in a patronising way, and in a genuine way, I think it could go a long way 
towards helping. If students get to explain to a teacher and if the teacher is listening to 
what they have to say, it is not just tuning out and thinking they are not just another 
teenager with angst. I think it would help a lot. They would get a lot of things off their 
chest, which is bothering them about school. They would see how it is for someone 
else in the school.  
 
I think it is possible for unpopular kids to become popular. When I was in the town I 
came from, I was one of the unpopular people. When I came to this town, I have 
become popular here and I have groups of friends. I have people seeking me out to 
talk to me. I don’t know, maybe being in a different place helps, but I am popular here 
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and when I came here, I was going like, ‘what is going on’? I don’t know what is 
going on, but I have people wanting to talk to me and seeking me out.  
 
I can’t even say when I started to straighten out. It started to happen gradually, there 
are people here that actually care about me. They are interested in what I say; they 
were interested in involving me with everybody else. I was good at art, so Kevin used 
to come and teach me how to paint and spend time with me, and joke. It was just that 
open air. It was not so stifled and it wasn’t, oh they are a teacher, you cannot talk to 
them; they were trainers and you could talk to them. You could express your feelings, 
you could say what was going on in your life and they listened. They would listen if 
you had something to say; even if it was about some grief you are experiencing at 
home. I think it was the environment.  
 
Schools should get rid of uniforms. I know they think that uniforms make everyone 
feel the same, but they don’t. What is good for one student may not be good for 
another student. Being in uniform can make someone feel bad about themselves, so if 
you buy a uniform and you are a bigger person and you get a uniform, it makes you 
look horrible, or bigger than you are. That just makes the students’ confidence go 
down. I think another thing they should abolish are tests and exams as a general rule, 
but maybe continue doing your SAT’s (school based exams). They are important to 
get into university. Maybe not put as much pressure on students from those test scores 
as they do now, it is pretty bad the way that they do that. It is just horrible. I think that 
they should integrate classes as well. Like I said, if you are doing PE and you are not 
good at running, you could do another sport that you are good at and try and beat that 
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record. We all learn a better way of doing that particular sport instead of having to do 
running when you are not good at it.  
 
I think motivation is important. The way I see it, my PE teacher was probably the best 
teacher I have had. I still think about him to this day, and it has been four, five or six 
years since I have been at school. I still think about him and how motivating he was. 
He would bring a bit of humour into the class, but a bit of seriousness too. We were 
always doing theory, so instead of doing all theory, we might do two days of theory 
and three days of practical stuff. We didn’t have to be with the teacher all the time. I 
would go off to the oval by myself with my hats and start practising javelin. I would 
mark out my readings and stuff and having that freedom, I am not stifled by other 
students. You have the motivation to go and do something because it is exciting for 
you. He is not saying everyone is going to run five kilometres. Personalising learning 
makes it so much better. I think humour is a big motivator between teachers and 
students. Once again, you are not being patronised and I think being out of the 
classroom makes things so much better. Being in classrooms is so depressing. If you 
have noticed, most classrooms are in monotone colours and they have that serious air, 
so when you get there, it is the same thing day in, day out, always boring I think.  
 
Samantha notes that school life is about relationships. She indicates the ability to 
develop relationships is not something that can be legislated, or mandated. 
Relationships commence from a deep understanding of the student, how they learn 
best and concern about what they want to do with their lives. According to Samantha, 
teachers need to listen to students and develop the capacity to generate curriculum 
that means something to them and not necessarily the school. Samantha indicates this 
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occurred to her in her Physical Education class, where the teacher was able to 
provide learning opportunities that interested her, both in a relational and a 
communicative learning style. 
 
Samantha implies students crave attention at school. Students who succeed receive 
the attention they want in positive ways and according to Samantha, are generally 
privileged for being compliant. Students, who are oppressed socially within a school, 
may seek attention for their behavior in negative ways. This may be linked to how 
historically, or institutionally, some students are responded too negatively by 
teachers, as these students have earned a reputation for the ways in which their 
alternative identities directly challenge the orderly structure of schools.  This happens 
without respect according to Samantha and this is damaging to students, as it 
influences how they react and respond to teachers. 
 
Samantha’s journey from an unpopular student to popular student is interesting. She 
documents how it happened gradually and how respect underwrote the positive 
changes she experienced. Being able to talk to a teacher, who listened, in an 
environment that was open and relaxed and where conversation could flow, was a 
liberating experience for Samantha.  
Marcus	  
I looked forward to interviewing Marcus. He is confident and eloquent 18-year-old 
former school student who thinks deeply about what he wants to say. He knows that 
he has been discriminated against and he responds by thinking about how things can 
be improved, not by taking revenge. He would make an excellent teacher. 
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Here I get along with all students and all the teachers. At my old school, I got along 
with very few students, and I didn’t like any teachers. Here, if there is something that 
you don’t like, they will always try and go and sort it out for you. If you have any 
problems, you can go up and talk to them about it. At school, I couldn’t talk to any of 
the teachers, it was always, ‘you are a bad student off you go’.  
It was pretty much that I just got up and walked out of the principal’s office and 
didn’t go back. I had just had enough and I would have either got into a fight with one 
of the other principals, or one of the teachers and yes, well, I just don’t know, but I 
had to leave and I just walked out. I did it and did not go back. No one phoned me to 
find out what was going on. I did not hear a word from them until I contacted them 
and said I wanted to do the JCAL (Junior Certificate of Applied Learning) program 
that my sister did the year before. They said, ‘we don’t care, off you go’, and that’s all 
I’ve heard from them ever since.  
I was never really suspended. I said ‘if you suspend me, it’s just giving me a holiday, 
but at least I can do something with my time’. I have had all the detentions, all the 
dog tags and all of that, but they have never suspended me. They have tried several 
times, but they have never been able to because I have always been in the right. They 
said they can expel me, or I can just leave. In certain aspects, they did help me, but 
then they really didn’t. They gave me all the classes and all the classrooms that I 
wanted. When I went to the classroom, I couldn’t do anything because of the teachers. 
They would just tar me with the same brush and say get out.  
When my sister did JCAL which is the junior version of this program, I went there 
and helped out for a day and I enjoyed myself. I felt that the teachers were more like 
trainers than teachers. I went back to school and said ‘am I able to do this’? They 
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went, ‘alright, off you go’. The biggest thing they did to help was to tell me that I 
could go to JCAL. If I hadn’t found the program I wouldn’t have heard from the 
school. That made me feel pretty crap. I thought that at least ringing me, or talking to 
my mum to try to get me back would have happened. Nothing did, so it made me feel 
even worse towards the school. That’s when I thought I’m definitely not going back.  
One of my best mates went to the same school at the same time and pretty much had 
the same experience. He had the same kind of trouble with the teachers. He comes 
here to Workspace now as well.  
Marcus indicates that he was ignored, or continuously placed in situations where any 
actions of his were criticized. Marcus acknowledges he walked away from the school, 
yet it is how the school alienated him that upset him, as no contact was made after he 
had walked out. He explains how he had to contact the school after he had left and 
advocate on his own behalf to be placed in the alternative program he had uncovered. 
According to Marcus’ comments, the level of oppression directed against him moved 
from an institutional level within school, through to a societal level outside the 
school, when they made no effort to contact him. He would have preferred the school 
to assist with helping to develop a pathway for him after he walked out. Institutional 
neglect such as this, without programs that can rehabilitate the ways marginalised 
students feel about education, can have lasting and damaging affects on their lives. 
Investing in helping students to reconnect with relational learning has become a 
liberating experience for Marcus. 
Charlie	  
I first met Charlie when he was in primary school. During primary school he had a 
reputation for starting fights, the problem was, he was in what was considered a 
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respectable school and he had to be moved. When I caught up with him, he was 
insightful and very aware of his surroundings and how to manipulate them. 
 
With staff, we don’t see if they have any arguments, they probably always do, but 
they don’t do it in front of us. With kids, there’s a bit of hate, but a bit of love. I don’t 
know why there is hate. Someone could be racist and the person they are being racist 
to could hate them or anything like that. The main important rule at school is respect. 
Even if you hate them, you don’t lip off to them. You just be polite to their face and 
just forget about it. The majority of students say teachers are all right most of the 
time. Others say it depends on who it is, or who backstabbed them. Yeah, they are 
polite to their face and stuff, and respect them.  
I get bullied by this one particular kid and if I was allowed to hit him I would, but 
then he’s just going to get mates or something and then it would really be on. I just 
leave him, but other than that it’s all right. There’s this one kid I won’t name, he gets 
picked on all the time, so there is a fair bit of bullying at school. In Humffray 
Engagement, it made me feel better being able to succeed at doing some of the work, 
cause it wasn’t like you were in a big whole lot of rows just doing schoolwork. It was 
you and Des, Anne Marie, John, Gary, and anyone like that, just sitting there helping 
you one on one with your work. It is pretty important to have respect in a school. 
Teachers could be cooler because they’re not very cool, always grumpy and stuff. 
Relationships that people have with each other are really important.  
I don’t know how you can have really good relationships in a school between teachers 
and students. Teachers are just grumpy. They yell at you for everything. The majority 
of the time I am being bad, but even when I’m good I still get yelled at and 
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everything. I do things that are a little bit silly sometimes, because I want to get out of 
the class. I talk in class, tell the teacher I’m not going to do the work and I tell the 
teacher I’m going to waste their time if they say they are going to waste my time. 
They say off you go, see you later. Not very many teachers say ‘how can I help, let’s 
work it out, what would you do then’? It is not about getting back at them. Sometimes 
I just test their limits to see how much they can handle, and it’s usually not very 
much.  
I’d say hands-on stuff is best, and it has to be fun, or I’m not doing it. I would be nice 
to them for a little bit, but if they’d be mean to me I’ll be twice as mean. That’s how I 
work out which teachers I can muck up with, and the ones I can’t. Self-esteem in 
students is very important. If kids don’t have much self-esteem they are not going to 
go to school. The only reason kids go to school is so their parents can get paid. 
Charlie indicates the levels of intolerance that meet students who are different and 
not prepared to engage in activities that enforce narrow learning descriptors. Charlie 
is prepared to embrace a learning environment that is respectful, and he has 
developed a system to uncover the teachers with whom he will engage. He rejects 
classroom-based learning as he indicates classrooms are sites where teachers are 
able to classify and rank students and utilise these rankings to determine how they 
will relate to students. Charlie also mentions how the respectful and relational 
environment he encountered in the alternative school he attended, enabled him to 
select his own learning program with teachers to whom he could relate positively.  
Elizabeth	  
Elizabeth has led a troubled life. I first met her when she was 15 and had just been 
accepted into Southern Cross Learning. She expressly stated she wanted to learn, and 
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she did. She was open, forthright and at times a little vulnerable. I recently caught up 
with her and she has just self-published a book detailing her early school and life 
experiences. 
To learn how to establish relationships, to learn how to treat people appropriately in 
your various relationships and to learn how to appreciate people, and to appreciate 
yourself, that would be good. A teacher cannot teach a student if they do not know 
what has been happening in their lives. Over the year, I have been studying some 
behavioral theorists like Bruner and Gardner. I believe you cannot develop an 
appropriate way to help a student learn, because everyone learns differently. If you do 
not understand a student’s context, you can’t understand how that context shapes the 
student’s development. If you wanted to teach a student effectively, you need not only 
to be their friend but also their support. Be someone they can talk to openly without 
judgment, or without having their parents contacted. Students need to help shape what 
they learn.  
 
If you have some idea about a student’s past, you should have a rough idea on the 
way their lives may go in the future. If you had a teacher who understood what had 
been happening in your life, someone who believed you could do well and that you 
had potential, that teacher would have to develop ways to help that student with their 
future. It is important that teachers believe in their students because students can see if 
you do not. It is crucial for students, because if you believe that your teachers do not 
believe in you and your self-esteem is lacking, then you feel you are worthless. 
Schools can listen to students with more than their ears, with their hearts. For a school 
to make a student more involved in what goes on in a school, the principal does not 
have the time to speak to every student, and some schools are huge. You see 
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sometimes brochures about what the school is going to do for you, but you do not 
believe it.  
 
To motivate students, maybe schools should set up a time in class where the teacher 
can find out where the student is up to in their life, what their interests are, and how 
those interests can be applied to their future lives. I understand that for teachers in a 
high school they have 150 students to deal with sometimes, so it would be hard for 
them to develop a relationship with each of them, so I think it is important to at least 
have some understanding of them.  
 
Teachers sometimes exercise too much power. When I was at school, the only 
understanding of life that I had was life at school. I did not have an understanding of 
what life would be like after school or on weekends or in the future. When I finished 
school last year, I said to mum, I have finished high school, and what do I do now? 
When you are in school your life is about school, you are not taught about what the 
rest of your life could be, or the responsibilities you need to take on to shape your life 
appropriately. To better understand your life, it would be different for every student. 
If you had grown up in a house with domestic violence and if you do not understand 
it, you need to find out more about it, that it is not right and how to treat people. A 
questionnaire would help to understand students. At the start of each year or semester, 
ask the student where they need help and what the teacher can do to help you better. If 
the teacher feels you are not doing so well and can do better, have a teacher who was 
willing to help you more. We should all realise that every student learns differently.  
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Bruner claimed discovery learning is important as long as you have someone who is a 
mentor. The teacher needs to apply himself or herself to the student as a mentor when 
they need it. Then they could carry out that independent field research. I would then 
be happy to do so because not all schools have a wide variety of things that students 
can study. Schools can get boring.  
 
Even though I hated wearing school uniform, it does promote a sense of belonging. 
You are a part of that school. When I was at South High School, we used to go over 
the road all the time to go to the shops and go to the service station and smoke. The 
service station would get in touch with the school and say that some students were 
behind the building smoking, and ask if they could please get them away. The school 
would send teachers over to get them. I was rather attentive at school, but also 
ignorant in school. Conformity is evident in schools, and I think that if everyone 
followed the rules it would be easier on the teachers. When you are a student, you do 
not take into consideration if the teacher is having a bad day until they leave the room 
in tears. Then it is sometimes free time until someone else comes in and they are 
usually worse than the previous one. I think things used to be smoother, smoother for 
teachers and smoother for the students, because if one person plays up in class, 
everyone else gets distracted, everyone.  
 
If it was to run successfully and everyone was conforming to the rules, then schools 
could run successfully, however, schools are not comfortable places to attend. You do 
not remember being the little fish in the big pond. Then you go into high school and 
you are a little fish, and it is dog eat dog. If high schools were like primary schools, 
we would all get along. 
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Elizabeth’s comments are sensible and well considered. She conveys her personal 
interpretation of what learning could look like if the needs and interests of students 
were considered as part of normal teaching duties. Her comments reflect a deep 
consideration of what it is like to be considered a part of the learning transaction, 
and not simply considered as a faceless component in a classroom. Her comment, 
‘schools can listen to students with more than their ears, with their hearts’, speaks to 
the simple generosity schools can engage in when they take the time to listen and 
respond to their students. This means acknowledging them in various ways that go 
beyond basic and simplistic recognition. It means designing and endorsing 
curriculum that relates to the lifestyle and identity seeking circumstances that 
students seek as independent learners.  
 
Schools are intense spaces that operate for over seven busy hours during the day. 
They are organized into blocks of time that incorporate discrete subject-based 
learning, which reflects how the established discourses within schools seek to 
structure education. Order and structure such as this is responding to the hegemonic 
discourses in schools that are often unresponsive to the dignity, agency and 
complexity of young student’s lives. Finding ways in which to re-configure how 
timetable and classroom based learning is organised, may be one way to refocus how 
student energy and curiosity can lead to deeper ways of organising student learning 
environments that are respectful to their individual learning needs.  
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Robert Reed Secondary College: school organisation 
2. How	  is	  the	  school	  organized	  and	  how	  do	  students	  respond?	  
 
We value the role we play as a neighbourhood of learners to connect to, and 
engage with, our students to construct positive and enduring relationships. We 
are pleased to have initiated these structures to support students and their 
learning. 
We are immensely proud of augmenting the learning and social growth of our 
learners whilst we ensure we develop personal responsibility and leadership. 
Our processes hinge on involving excellent relationships with our local 
community, and on ensuring safe and positive learning environments for our 
students. We strongly monitor our commitment to assist all students to be 
successful with close collaboration between the school and home.  
Dignity 
 
Representing the College in a positive manner at all times 
Achieving to the best of your ability 
Celebrating the traditions and achievements of the College  
Upholding our appearance and attitudes 
Honour 
 
Is articulated through our speech, actions and manners 
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Is enacted by an appreciation of our environment, our classrooms, resources, 
community and grounds 
Is demonstrated by our honesty, teamwork and acceptance of others opinions 
and rights 
Is evident in the manner in which we provide care and support for all 
members of our College community.  
Is enacted through positive communication, and connected relationships 
Reliability  
 
Is actioned through personal learning and growth 
Is evident in our organization, management, goal setting and achievement 
Is shown through our modelling and encouragement of positive behaviours 
Is demonstrated through our forward thinking, innovation, creativity and 
flexibility that informs our decision making 
Normalisation,	  surveillance	  and	  Relationships-­‐	  
Jane	  
	  
Jane is a mature and well-supported student with her own opinions. She is confident 
and she supports her school, yet she can see where improvements need to be made. 
She advocates for students who she believes do not get a fair go through no fault of 
their own. 
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I think most discipline processes are OK, but most students don’t listen. They will 
take what they’re being told, like suspension or Friday night detention, but they 
don’t learn anything from it. I think sticking someone in a room, and telling them they 
have to do work while there are other students in there that they can talk to, isn’t 
exactly a good idea. Talking to their parents, and having the parents talk to their kids 
would be better. Kids are usually scared of their parents finding out, but not teachers, 
because teachers are not scary. 
Usually, if the teachers are nice to students, they will be nice back. If the students get 
yelled at in any way, they see that as the worst thing, so they will treat teachers badly 
for the rest of that year. They see that you are pointing them out from the rest of the 
class. When teachers yell, no one cares. We just laugh at it because we don’t have any 
respect for those teachers. I do respect teachers though. 
The qualities I like and respect are when they understand me, and they are not one of 
the teachers who would give up really easily if I said I did not want to learn maths, if 
they knew I was no good at it. My teacher would sit me down and make me learn, 
which is a lot better than most teachers. They give up too easily, so relationships 
between teacher and student are important. 
To build those relationships the teachers have to have ... the first class you have with 
them, they have to be themselves, and not straight on learning. They have to build up 
a relationship with the students. If they don’t, we see them as only doing their job, and 
not connecting with the students. From one to ten, I would probably say five. There 
are not many teachers at the school who would put themselves out, and want to have a 
relationship with students. It is important for relationships to be built up, between 
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teachers and students. It should probably be rated 10, because students would want to 
learn more. 
Jane’s comments are balanced. She is aware of how teachers can determine the level 
of success students may achieve in school. She is also acutely aware of how 
potentially destructive student comments can be, when responding to teachers who 
seek to identify them as different to other students. Jane values relationships and 
understands how ensuring they are positive between teachers and students are 
essential to the learning partnership. She indicates students are able to discern when 
teachers are not interested in them and when they feel they cannot understand their 
schoolwork. Jane understands the conditions that are evident when teachers 
stereotype or victimize students. It also seems, that from Jane’s story, students 
respond by not respecting teachers, and not respecting the forms of punishment they 
inflict upon students. 
Motivation-­‐	  
Respect-­‐	  
Susan	  –	  (well	  connected	  student,	  hopes	  to	  study	  youth	  work)	  
 
Respect is good between school kids, and some teachers kind of respect you. Some 
teachers teach you just like a kid, like you are not important and that there are more 
important students here, so I’m like, I am just as important! I had an issue with the 
teacher; she was nice to everyone else in the class but she would yell at me. I was a 
student who always handed in her work on the due date. She just yelled and snapped 
at me and said I had bad English skills in front of the whole class. I was upset, and she 
made me cry in class two times. We went to see the principal, and he made us have a 
meeting because my mum is sick of me coming home crying because of the teacher. 
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Mum could see she was picking on me because I have a plate and a lisp and it is hard 
to speak. She was picking on me saying I cannot speak properly, and Mum thought 
that was rude. 
 
Comments such as this are disturbing as they indicate how teachers were able to 
determine, and control, whether students experience success in class or not. Susan 
indicates how the teacher was not capable of understanding Susan’s circumstances 
and used the authority of the classroom to attack her. Archaeologically and 
genealogically, instances such as this indicate teachers are not challenged, or called 
to account, on their negative attitude and behavior towards students in class. This 
enables stories to be generated and spread throughout the school to become versions 
of local ‘fact’ in relation to students and their abilities. This means the circumstances 
surrounding their lives can become reasons for privileging or oppressing them. These 
acts construct a dominant image of the student in the school, and it may have an effect 
on how students are perceived, regardless of their ability or attitude.   
Behaviour-­‐	  
Samantha	  –	  (private	  school	  student	  now	  studying	  at	  university)	  	  
	  
Bad behaviour is usually just an automatic detention if you do anything wrong. You 
would have a detention at lunchtime for things like not having the top button of your 
uniform done up, socks too low, skirt too high, a loose tie or no hat.  
It would be better having smaller classes for the students that already 
understand.  You can go out and pursue it to a bigger extent, while the kids who are 
left behind have the opportunity to catch up and understand it. To be honest, I don’t 
think I can ever see it happening. Teachers have very big trust issues with students, 
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and often they don’t even let them go to the toilet. I don’t think it is about caring 
about them. From my experiences at school, it was more about teachers saying you 
just want to get out of class; you are not going to the toilet, you can hold on until 
lunchtime. They think that just because you need to go to the toilet, you are doing that 
just because you are in their class. I find this stupid because if a person needs to go to 
the toilet, they need to go, it can be dangerous for them not to. 
There were a lot of students who did not want to go to school. It is only the popular 
students that want to go to school. They say, ‘I have got friends everywhere’, and life 
is easy for them. The kids that don’t go to school take sickies and wag. They do things 
to rebel because it is the only way to get attention. You get put in detention so you are 
getting noticed for something, but still you are being punished for it again. I used to 
have a teacher who would go, ‘okay Samantha, go and do your 12 times tables, recite 
all your 12 times tables’. But I can’t. My brain just doesn’t do it, and I used to go 
home and cry because I was ostracised so badly. All the kids would laugh at me; even 
the teacher would be standing there laughing at me. It was like a teacher bullying me, 
as well as all the other students. They would do it on a daily basis, so you get to the 
point where you don’t want to go to school. Going to school was making me worse.  
In regards to how kids are organised, I think it is the way students are treated like a 
majority. When you go there in year seven you are excited and you want to be there 
because you are going to be with the big kids. When you get there, you are slapped in 
the face with reality. They say, ‘you can’t do this, you can’t do that’. You are going to 
be ridiculed for not being able to do things. There are always restrictions on what you 
are, and are not allowed to do. A student may want to be in a certain class and they 
don’t know it is full. You are told you can’t do it, so pick another class. It just seems 
like favouritism in parts of the school. A lot of people don’t understand that, but it is. 
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I had certain teachers where I would just sit quietly in the back of the class. If I had a 
question about something I didn’t understand, I would not raise my hand because they 
would make fun of me. I think a lot of students find it hard because of the bullying. 
Some students are just targeted instantly by teachers. They believe they are a bad kid, 
and they treat them like shit, but most of the time they are not bad kids.  
With my group of friends, we were the pariahs of the school, so we were ridiculed. 
We started doing things that would get us into trouble, so we would wag because we 
just did not want to go there. We would hide cigarettes and go and smoke them in the 
schoolyard. When we were in school, we would say to ourselves we were stressed 
out. We would go and have a cigarette because we were stressed out from them doing 
that to us. We were being constantly ridiculed, so what was the point of trying to be 
good? I thought, ‘I will be ridiculed no matter what I try to do, regardless of how 
good I am. I’m going to be treated like a bad kid, so why not be a bad kid’? I think 
some blame can be put there, but not all blame.  
I think schools categorise students. When I was in school, they definitely categorised 
me. As I said, they would pick the popular people and they would say things like, ‘oh 
yes darling, what can I help you with darling’. If I went up to them, they would say, 
‘what do you want? Go and figure it out for yourself’. I would be sitting there and I 
would see how they react to the popular people and then I would think, ‘I don’t 
understand, why is this happening’? They definitely do it, and they always put the 
smarter kids together in a group. Then they would put all the less achieving students 
together in a group. I don’t think I agree with this, because if you integrate students 
with the ones that are having trouble learning with the ones that understand, then you 
might get to understand it a bit better. That way, it would be working better. If a 
student doesn’t understand it, let’s say they might get something explained to them 
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from a student who does understand it well.  
The popular kids and the teacher would have a rapport going and I just sat in the 
corner and was forgotten. I noticed that especially in class where the teacher, if 
students put up their hands, would always ask the popular kids. They are the ones they 
go to first. I don’t understand why, but they just do it automatically. You are always 
the last one waiting even though you may have had your hand up the longest. They 
avoid getting you to answer a question and you may be sitting there for ages and 
know the answer. Wearing different styled clothes was a big issue. I was at a private 
school, and when I went down the street after school, if I was dressed inappropriately, 
they would still have a go at me and want to give me a detention. The next time I was 
at school they would give you a detention slip after school if your shirt was not tucked 
in, so it was pretty bad.  
I think one of the main differences between school and Workspace is the way you are 
treated. You are not patronised and treated like a child like you are at school. It seems 
like you are treated constantly like a child, whereas here, they treat you as if you are 
becoming an adult. They give you time to listen and give you time to say your point 
of view on certain subjects. At school, they stifle that sort of thing. You go to school 
and you have to do certain subjects, even if you can’t do them, or you are not 
interested in them. Here at Workspace, they say, well, what sort of things would you 
like to learn? Would you like to do wood work? Would you like to do art, painting or 
music? There are so many options and you can choose the ones you want. 
School reports and school grades are probably the most horrible thing you can have, 
especially with exams. I get very stressed out with them. I know the answers, but 
because I get stressed out, I forget them and I don’t know if I am going to do well or 
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not. I think tests or grades are stupid. I don’t think they can be based on anything. If 
you did your exam and you get your mark, it may not be a good mark, but 
intellectually, you know that you understand all the information already. It is just that 
maybe you cannot cope with that environment. Teachers, who say you have to do 
well, constantly stress you out. They say you don’t do this and you won’t be able to 
do something else for your career. I do not think it is fair when you think about it. It is 
not based on what the students’ knowledge is. It is based on how they are coping with 
that environment and the pressure being put on to them. The teachers pump it up to be 
something so big. When you go into the exam you freak out, and everything is out of 
your head again. Being constantly graded, you get other students who go, 'look at me', 
I got an A, and you are sitting there with maybe a C minus. You are feeling pretty 
down on yourself thinking, I am so stupid; I have got this shoddy mark and everyone 
else has got this awesome mark. I must be pretty stupid, so I think it puts your 
confidence down to an all-time low. I just think it is a fascist system.  
Samantha immediately identifies an issue of trust in schools. She explains how 
students can be privileged or oppressed, according to the level of conformity they 
engage with. The signifiers of oppression for Samantha were the ways in which 
students and staff judged her appearance. Samantha is critical of how students who 
were perceived as popular, were able to succeed socially and emotionally in schools. 
Students who were different, or who did not wish to conform, were marginalised for 
their differences or they rebelled to get attention. Disturbingly, she highlights how she 
was mocked and ridiculed by a teacher for not being able to recite her times tables. 
Further to this, she notes how the restrictive nature of how the school was organised, 
left students unable to seek any solace, or cope with continued negative comments in 
relation to their work completion rate or their behaviour. 
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Samantha indicates how some students were pathologised and eventually silenced by 
the attitude and actions of some teachers. She notes how teachers targeted students, 
when they formed a belief that they were irresponsible students. This form of 
oppression may evolve from teachers listening to other teachers’ comments, or by 
how students signify their personal presence at school. It may be their clothing, or 
their hairstyle, or their reputation that may precede them. According to Samantha, 
these forms of oppression were embedded in school organizational practices. These 
forms of oppression have developed from a societal level that exists outside the 
school, and are then transferred into the school. These are forms of oppression that 
teachers have internalized at a societal level, and that act to reinforce the dominant 
discourses that privilege some students over others, at a school level. This is an attack 
on students’ dignity and freedom and it appears from Samantha’s interpretations, that 
schools were intent on foregrounding conservative and dominant discourses. These 
discourses re-told versions of truth that insist on restricting diversity of opinions, 
lifestyles and alternative social aspirations that students brought with them to school.  
In school, Samantha observes that this occurs in the ways in which students were 
categorized and in the dominant messages that were sent to students, which reinforce 
their position in the school hierarchy. 
Behavior-­‐	  
Marcus	  –	  (assertive	  student	  who	  is	  determined	  to	  succeed	  in	  life)	  
 
At secondary school, I lasted maybe three quarters of a year before I left. This is my 
third consecutive year here at Workspace. At school, I had a lot of teachers who had 
taught my brothers and sisters in the past. They recognised my last name, so I was 
targeted, or tarred with the same brush as them. I spent a lot of my time sitting in the 
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corridor or sitting in the principal’s office doing nothing with my day. The teachers 
wouldn’t give me a chance. They just kicked me out straight away because of my 
brothers and sisters, or my last name. There were times when I had never even seen 
some of these teachers, but when they read out the roll, saw my name, they asked me 
to please leave the classroom.  
I decided to leave school after I sat down with the principal, and he said, ‘If you keep 
going the way you are, we are going to expel you, or you can leave. It is your choice’. 
I turned around and walked out and never went back.  
I felt good, but crap for the first few weeks. I got to stay at home and I just lazed 
around and did whatever I wanted to do, but it did not get me anywhere. I felt pretty 
crap because they never gave me a chance; it was always ‘what’s your last name’? 
Get out, so I never got to do any work. Even in the wood (work) area I never got to do 
anything in that. It was always, ‘sit outside in the corridor’, so I always felt like crap 
at school. I never wanted to go to school.  
There were a few times when they would have a go at me for something, and I would 
have a go back. Most of the problem was with my last name. I eventually got sick of 
it and started having a go at them every time they tried to kick me out. I’d go off at 
them and yell and what not.  
If I got up and walked around, I would get into trouble. If my leg was going (a 
nervous leg twitch), I would get into trouble for it because they told me it was 
disruptive behaviour. According to them, if I had my leg shaking or if I was fiddling 
with a pen, it was classed as disruptive behaviour. That was another reason why I 
used to get kicked out. If I was fiddling with the pen while the teacher was talking and 
they saw me they’d say, ‘Get out, go to the office, I will see you later’. I would go to 
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the back of the school grounds and have a smoke, or go out and visit one of my mates. 
At one stage, I spent eight months not attending. I would catch the bus to school, walk 
down the side of the school and then just visit my mate’s house. This is because all I 
would have to sit outside a classroom for six hours a day doing absolutely nothing. 
That was my whole year eight, at my friend’s house.  
When my mate Pickles got out of school he was always down the street with mates. 
He pretty much started hanging around with some people he shouldn’t have, and got 
into a lot of trouble. He regrets it to this day, the trouble he got into. Now he is trying 
to become a tattooist and get his life straightened out. He is a smart, smart kid. 
Anything to do with maths he can tell you the answer straight away, but he had the 
same problem as me. He was tarred with the same brush; you are a bad student, out 
you get. We had one teacher, Mister S who Pickles ended punching on with because 
he called him fat. Pickles doesn’t like to be called fat. Pretty much since that day, 
school went downhill for him, so with school and violence, I wasn’t comfortable any 
more.  
School made me feel uncomfortable. When you have a couple of hundred kids, it’s 
okay, but when you have close to 1000, I do not feel comfortable. There were too 
many people for my liking. Also, I had a lot of problems with kids picking on me, so I 
took it for three quarters of a year, and then I was sick of it. The next person to have a 
go at me, who called me names, I swung at, and after that anyone who called me 
names I swung at them. That did not help with the teachers because of the violence. 
When I was in trouble, I would go and see Mister P. He would chat with me and tell 
me I shouldn’t be doing this, or shouldn’t be doing that, I have got to start 
straightening out. All this crap they would say, ‘You have to straighten up, or this is 
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it, and you are going to have a shit-kickers job for the rest of your life’. It is the way 
they talk to kids; they don’t know how to talk to them.  
They should talk the way that I talk to you, like another adult; teachers should not 
look down on students and treat them as kids. Kids don’t like that, and I know they 
don’t. At some stage, they used to talk to me like that. I hated it, and I found they 
always doubted you too. If they said, ‘Is this answer right’? And I said, ‘Yes’; they 
would say things like, ‘Are you sure it is right’? I would say, ‘Yes’ and they would 
say, ‘Are you sure’? I would have to keep repeating myself saying, ‘Yes I am sure’, 
and then they would say, ‘Oh yes it is right’; in a smartarse tone. I would go like 
‘huh’ and then I would get in trouble for doing just that, and get kicked out again.  
Most of the school rules were all okay with me. Where you couldn’t run around, or 
you couldn’t move around with tools in your hand, you can’t do this, and you can’t do 
that. Be polite and respectful to people. Don’t steal and all that stuff. All that was fine, 
but they didn’t do enough to enforce the rules. There was always stuff going missing. 
It was pretty much ‘Here are your rules, you better obey them’. That was very much 
the end of it. We never heard anything more about it.  
Marcus describes how genealogically, the school tagged his family name as 
signifying disruption, and in his opinion this helped to determine whether he 
succeeded, or failed in school. The dominant discourses around power designated 
that the school system ensure he was foregrounded as someone who was kept under 
surveillance, and then silenced, regardless of who he was as a person. This occurred 
when he was repeatedly asked to leave the classroom, not due to any behaviour 
issues, but due to his surname. Marcus describes how the school administrators 
offered to disengage from dealing with him if he made the decision to leave, rather 
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than force the school to take action. Forms of systematized Othering and 
marginalization such as this are made to look as if the student has initiated the move 
to dislocate from school, and it foregrounds how schools sever their responsibility to 
troubled students, or even students with a surname they disapprove of. Marcus 
describes how forms of extreme vigilance and in-school actions informed by 
discourses around power/knowledge, formed the blueprint which mapped out his time 
in school. Marcus’ school days were defined by how he was spoken down to, not 
trusted, and marginalized. These types of coded, overt and also covert practices of 
student dislocation make visible how an act of student criticality that goes against 
what is considered to be the legitimate order of a school is suppressed. This 
reinforces the implementation of monological and conservative curriculum, and then 
processes students into various pathways of dislocation from school. 
School	  organisation-­‐	  
Marcus	  –	  (assertive	  student	  who	  is	  determined	  to	  succeed	  in	  life)	  
 
The whole environment needs to be changed a little bit. Some of the classrooms are 
too big, and you have to wait for a long while for the teacher to come around. If 
classes were smaller, that would be good. So would having more teachers, and when 
you go to a subject like maths it shouldn’t be, ‘Here is your paperwork’. Here in 
Workspace I learn maths every day, but it is for cutting or making things with bits of 
wood. That’s how I use my maths here. At high school, it was, ‘Here is a sheet of 
paper, go and fill it out’. It just gets too boring.  
Most classes are like that, boring. I found most of my classes, about 90% of them, 
apart from sport, boring. Sport was more hands-on, rather than sitting down, I can 
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never sit still; I always have a leg shaking or an arm moving. I don’t like sitting still 
doing absolutely nothing.  
School should pretty much look like a normal school, but with a lot more hands-on 
stuff and smaller classes. You wouldn’t have 30 people in the class. More like 10 to 
15 in a class, so everyone gets a fair chance if they need some help. The teacher 
would be able to go to them straight away to help, rather than wait half an hour or so. 
It would be a bit more relaxed, and there would still be rules and stuff, but a lot more 
relaxed. A lot of kids once they reach the age of 15 or 16 want to get into the 
workforce and get paid rather than go to school. It is the same with all my mates; they 
have either left or want to leave. They are like me, they can’t sit in a classroom or an 
office and work like that. They have got to be out and moving and always doing 
something.  
A lot of my mates would stay if school looked like Workspace. They could do 
woodwork and they could do metals. They could get up and walk around and stretch 
their legs for two minutes then go back and do their work. In high school you can’t 
get out of the chair unless the teacher says so. That is only when you have to go to the 
bathroom or to first aid. Then you have to have your diary signed. I just could not 
stand up and go to the toilet; you would have to write in your diary what you wanted 
to do, then take your diary up to the teacher to be signed before I could go to the 
toilet. You see, that was a trust issue for me. They would not trust us, and if you took 
more than five minutes to get there and back, that was it. You would get into trouble 
for that.  
If I got the help that I needed, and if I had sat there and done all the work, they would 
have helped me. It would have all worked, but it is the environment, I just can’t 
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handle it. I can’t stand being cooped up in a classroom with 20 other people, and a 
teacher telling me what to do.  
I was always doing maths and English and science and all that, every single day, all 
the same, every week. Halfway through the year you get all new classes, but then 
those classes stay the same until the end of the year.  
In my opinion, it would be a good thing if alternative programs like Workspace could 
operate in a school. I would have stayed at school if it was like this; I would have. I 
wouldn’t have been an A grade student, but I would still be there. A lot of my mates 
would also have stayed at school and would not have dropped out because they didn’t 
like it or anything. They would have stayed there, and yes I think it would work a lot 
better if the school were like this.  
Marcus makes some interesting comments here. He asks why programs such as 
Workspace cannot be transferred into mainstream schools. Marcus attacks how 
classroom based learning is a rigid space, one that is devoid of negotiated 
opportunities for learning. He describes his learning as similar to a prison 
experience, where he is located in an observable space, being watched over and 
asked to complete repetitive tasks. He must account for his time, and his teachers 
relate to him simply as a part of a larger class of students, not as a separate, thinking 
individual. He is angry about the physical and mental restrictions that are placed on 
his right to learn. He is also incredulous that he was unable to have his preferred 
learning style incorporated into his learning program.  
Mainstream school-based learning as described here by Marcus, is legitimised by the 
restrictions placed on student and teacher agency that currently guides how 
classrooms operate. Classroom based learning first facilitates, and then strengthens, 
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the capacity for teachers to observe and enforce the curriculum and attitudes that 
reflect the dominant discourses controlling and directing conservative outcomes 
within the school. Creating conditions such as this, where students are observed at all 
times, enables teachers to sift and classify student behaviour and to rank performance 
against the values that count in the school. Students can then be located along a 
continuum of privilege through to oppression that either removes them from school, 
or continues to oversee their pathway to conservative success.  
Motivation-­‐	  
Angela	  	  
	  
Angela is a flexible and talented year ten student. She is candid, vigilant and fully 
participates in school life. She is a strong supporter of her school, yet she recognizes 
schools need to respond more effectively to engage all students.  
I think it is important that teachers get the students to kind of want to learn. I think 
lots more students would also like to be able to self-manage their work. Everybody 
learns differently, and a lot of people would like to do interviews to learn a lot more 
interpersonal learning, and get information from other people. In class, students are 
always going to compare themselves to other kids, so you find the rare thing where 
kids finish their work early and are bored.  
The teacher has to understand the student totally, their learning and the way they 
respond to things. I think that it is important and students have to learn, but some of 
the work is pretty boring. If students are interested in the subject, and the teacher can 
give them projects that they are interested in, they know they can do them and learn 
from them. They should be about topics they want to learn. If you break it down, 
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some kids want to learn about the things they are interested in like sport or physical 
activities, health and nutrition, and art.  
Kids may want to learn about historical artists and look at paintings, so I suppose it 
just depends on the people. I guess there are some things I would like to learn here 
that we do not learn. I suppose some kids feel as if the work has no meaning for them, 
that is why some kids may feel that the class is not relevant, or have any interest for 
them and stuff. I know some people where if kids cannot see the relevance of school; 
that is going to turn them away from school, especially if they cannot relate it to their 
future. This has actually happened to some kids.  
To some extent, some kids treat school as something that you have to get through 
regardless of whether you learn anything before you can start to do something 
important with your life. I suppose schools are good places to learn, because we kind 
of have that inbuilt mentality that we come to school to learn, and that is what we are 
going to do during the day. You may spend more time out of school going to work 
experience, that kind of thing. Schools do teach a lot of things about respect. For 
some kids, schools are comfortable places to be in, for others it is not. There is 
bullying and exclusion for some kids. In schools, a lot of kids cannot handle 
difference or change, and probably at home their parents may influence how they 
view kids that may be different. Sometimes, if kids are overweight they will look 
different and sometimes maybe even their colour, all that stuff. Some kids get picked 
on if they cannot do their work as well as others in the class. Some kids get called 
dumb or stupid. 
I really enjoy learning in classes because you get to know people a lot better. You can 
learn off each other, and because I have friends in each of my classes, it is really 
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good. I like working outdoors as well, when we do go and break up into groups and 
stuff, we could do group work and private study and all that kind of stuff. To some 
extent I understand how I learn best and my learning style. To some extent, schools 
are good at helping students understand what life is like in the real world. Making 
new friends and helping to learn to meet new people and all that kind of stuff. Yeah, 
but for some kids, hands-on would help.  
Angela recognizes how teachers need to understand their students and get to know 
who they are as learners in order to motivate them. She values interpersonal 
relationships as a way for teachers to know what their students may wish to learn. 
Angela also acknowledges that schools may be unpleasant and harsh spaces if 
students cannot relate to the curriculum on offer. 
Robert Reed Secondary College: student learning 
3. What	  the	  school	  will	  do	  for	  students	  as	  learners	  and	  what	  
students	  say	  they	  need	  as	  learners	  
 
We provide our learners with learning consultants, able to understand each 
student, and help them achieve their potential. This enables all our learners to 
enjoy a safe and positive environment to ensure they succeed.  
Our staff has a responsibility to ensure all students behave in a lawful 
manner, and that directions are to be followed.  Staff has a responsibility for 
the welfare and progress of students. Any emerging non-cooperation will be 
dealt with by the classroom teacher however the teacher is not expected to 
lose teaching time when responding to continual non-cooperative behaviour, 
at the expense of children who wish to work.  
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All teachers will utilize their classroom management plan when encountering 
instances of non-cooperation from students. All plans should include 
processes that include warnings to being removed from class, and detentions. 
Teachers must ensure issues of non-cooperation are followed up with the 
appropriate staff members. 
When a pattern of non-cooperation is evident, the following steps may be 
taken. 
1. Removal from class until a conditional return can be negotiated 
2. Parental consultation 
3. Counseling for the student 
4. Negotiation of an alternative pathway to ensure the student’s engagement 
in education, training or employment 
In extreme cases of unacceptable classroom behaviour, which may include a 
single incident, suspension will follow and a conference will be called with 
parents or guardians to investigate the future education, training or 
employment options for the student, prior to returning to school.  
Our staff will make every opportunity for student learning take place.  
Students who fail to attempt to complete set tasks will be dealt with by 
teachers. Options may include counselling, negotiating alternative tasks, 
contact with parents and or detentions.  
Students should only use the doors in the East and West wings of the main 
building. Students may only use Bentley Hall under the supervision of a 
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teacher. The Library is available for use with a pass, and different year levels 
may be rostered to use the library on a regular basis. 
Once a student has entered the College, they are not permitted to leave 
without signed permission. Students, who need to leave during the day, are 
required to bring a note from home. Lunch passes may be used to go home for 
lunch, but not to the shops. Students who do leave without permission will be 
interviewed, and will be dealt with according to the situation. 
Students are not permitted to speak with, or encourage people who are 
loitering in or around the school. In instances such as this, the police will be 
called. 
What	  students	  say	  about	  curriculum	  
Jane	  –	  (well	  adjusted	  student	  with	  strong	  career	  aspirations)	  	  
	  
Students who want to stay in school, but who are not able to learn, should have a 
tutor, a private tutor. It may be a student in year twelve to take them out of class; to 
ask them if they want any help with maths or any homework they need help 
with understanding. Not the year 12 do the work for them, but show them step-by-
step how to do it by themselves. That might help them out a bit. 
Mathematics is very hard for me. Most kids don’t understand it. Some of the stuff 
they tell us to do is just wrong. It is just too hard, and the stuff they give us, we are 
just not going to bother to learn. We don’t need it for our jobs when we get older. 
They should be teaching us basic stuff, not one plus one, but something along that 
line. They have just gone way out of the league and most kids have had enough. 
227	  	  
When it gets that hard, they just get frustrated, and then they can’t do it because their 
mind is just not on the work. 
They start us with questions and show us how to do it, but sometimes the teachers 
would go a little bit way over. When we come to it, trying to look at the board, and 
then look at our work, we try to figure out how to do it. I do that, and put it on paper. 
It is just confusing because it seems exactly the same as what is on the board. They 
haven’t taught us anything or how to do it. 
 I remember in year seven, they pretty much gave us a mathematics book, which 
is thick, and a piece of paper, and we had to work it out. They didn’t show us how to 
do it. We Just had the mathematics book and we had to figure it out. Most of the 
answers were in the back of the book, so most kids just did that all the way through 
year seven. What is the point of going to class if the answers are in the back of the 
book, and they are not going to teach you? I would not give students a book, I would 
tell them to bring a normal writing book and I would write up questions on the board. 
First, I would show them how to do it then work through it all together on the board 
as a class. If they don’t understand it, I would help them separately. They would not 
be embarrassed in front of the whole class if they don’t understand it. Kids usually 
don’t put their hands up if they are embarrassed. I would go around and see if they 
were struggling. I would ask them if they wanted to stay behind, and talk to them, and 
see if they need help, or some tutoring from a year 12. If you don’t understand the 
work, you usually don’t ask, you see everyone else knowing what they are doing and 
you feel a bit funny putting your hand up. You feel people will laugh at you if you 
don’t know what to do. I might feel a little bit dumb so I usually just sit there and wait 
for the teacher to come around. I had some trouble, and I just said I want to learn this. 
I sat by myself every class, and my teacher gave me separate work because she knew 
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I was having difficulties. She started me off with year seven work to see if I could get 
through that, and I had normal tests to see where I was at, and see where I needed 
help. I sat by myself so that everyone else just thought that I was doing the same work 
as the other students. I am doing stuff that I feel comfortable with, instead of being 
stressed out and doing it all wrong because I have no idea what I am doing. I get 
separate work to most students. I just can’t deal with the work they are doing. 
I don’t find any of my classes helpful because I’m not really interested right now. I 
will go to class, but year nine is different, it is a lot harder than I expected. When they 
start a new topic, boom, just start it off. They don’t do it slowly and gradually just 
build it up. They just start you off with a subject and give you masses of work you 
have to hand in by the end of the week. It’s like, I’ll never be able to do that! 
Jane’s frustration is evident in the ways in which she observes how teachers fail to 
coach and mentor students. She defines these actions as forms of oppression that 
move along a continuum. Students position themselves, or are located along this 
continuum, and are rewarded or ignored depending on how they react to the tasks 
required of them. There is no incentive for students to incorporate criticality in 
thinking or how students can respond in a critical way to the curriculum. She finds 
the curriculum content, and the way it is presented to students, unrepresentative of 
their individual needs. This foregrounds the extent to which students allow themselves 
to be categorized within the classroom. This becomes obvious in the way students 
comply in completing, or not completing, the curriculum on offer. When student 
performance is located along this continuum, schools can determine the amount of 
repression required to make students comply with what they consider to be the 
manufactured knowledge base, and structure, that represents the values the school 
wishes to impose. 
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George	  –	  (struggled	  at	  school,	  enjoyed	  alternative	  program)	  
It was to do with the schoolwork. You walk in and you have to sit down take out your 
books and they would have set work for you. It comes from a book and you do 
exercises in maths, English, science, and all classes. It made me feel a little bit angry, 
frustrated, depressed and a little bit agitated. I was bored. I would rather be doing 
work with my hands. This happened in every class except sport. I enjoy sport, mainly 
soccer and cricket. 
 
At Southern Cross Learning, you could pick out the work you wanted to do and that is 
fairly important for me. It is important to start to manage your own learning and not 
have anyone tell you what to do. That didn’t happen at Southern Cross Learning, you 
could say to Peter and Mary or Malcolm, ‘This is what I would like to do today, and 
can I do it’? So I felt more relaxed. So I did not feel scared or upset or bored there. 
 
The things I learnt at Southern Cross Learning were to sit down and do my work, but 
the work is still boring. It would be good to negotiate my own work with the teachers: 
I would like to do metalwork and welding. One thing I could do is a drawing or 
design of a school or a classroom model that I liked. I would also like to start at ten 
o’clock and finish at three thirty. More flexible hours are ok. 
 
George articulates that the atmosphere the school reproduces reflects the dominant 
discourses and that these promote values that privilege some students over others. 
Structured curriculum delivery produces information systems that duplicate values 
that single out, and then try to reduce challenges to this regime. George is indicating 
that more flexibility in how this time is spent at school, the capacity to select and 
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negotiate his work tasks and the ability to move around, would allow him to feel less 
trapped, angry and upset. 
Susan	  –	  (well	  connected	  student,	  wants	  to	  study	  youth	  work)	  
I remember in year seven we had three or four classes in the Flex room. We had 
mathematics, studies of society and environment and English, all together and I liked 
it. In years seven and eight you didn’t know everyone and you are still learning 
everyone’s names and who everyone is. I knew everyone in my class and got to know 
everyone else in the other classes and got into groups with them. I used to love it 
because you got to do fun activities. You could do things on the computers like power 
points, do hands-on learning and do posters. They would give you different things to 
do and put you in different groups. I like to do things hands-on, and I don’t like to 
work with computers much. Hands-on is good. I like getting to do stuff, to write stuff 
and to make stuff.  
 
I remember the school organised something a while ago. It was like a medieval day, 
and we had to make catapults to see who could throw the furthest and we had to 
measure it. It was whole class stuff, but we were learning it in teamwork. I remember 
I got to work with people I had never worked with before. I got to do other stuff, like 
the setting up and organising and all that stuff. We also went on a bus trip around 
Main Lead. It was like a scavenger hunt and we had to tick off things as we found 
them. We had just come from primary school where we had to stay in our own 
neighbourhood, in our school or area. When you grow up you want to explore. Going 
on the trip we got to know where mountains were, where other things were and all the 
stuff that is in the Main Lead area. We didn’t know that stuff. We did something else 
but I can’t remember it, but it was fun.  
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Hands-on, or project learning might be like something we did in pathways. We have 
to organise an activity for the class to do. Some girls who were interested in makeup 
organised a class on makeup and hair and the things you need to use. The guys 
organised a rugby match and also played AFL out on the oval. They organised a class 
and told everyone about it and their teachers only had to step in when they needed to. 
I remember we organised to go and play volleyball, but we didn’t, I just don’t know 
why we didn’t, but we were going to. We were allowed to provided we got 
permission forms. We learned what other people are interested in, like teamwork and 
stuff. In some classes, you are just sitting there and writing and copying from the 
board or your book. Then sometimes when you do other classes you’re out in the yard 
and doing things. I remember last year in Advance, and with the old year eight 
lockers, we built a garden around them. We got to garden it, take all the old stuff out 
and mulch it. We got to organise it with Chrissy and Mister Stevens. We wore 
gardening clothes to school and we get in and do it all. That was something fun to do 
because I had never gardened before.  
 
What happens now in class are some people who don’t like reading will just sit there 
and follow the words with their eyes, without reading the story. They can read but she 
makes them follow the words and makes them keep quiet. Then she picks students out 
to read. In electives, you can pick the stuff you are interested in. People who are 
interested in wood can pick wood or metals and systems. Then there are the other 
classes like Teenagers and the Law, and Advance, which is being in the community. 
Community work is good because if you’re not good at school and are not connected 
and don’t know what to do, once you are connected, you know where places are and 
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you can spend more time there and you feel safe. When you go into an environment 
for the first time you feel scared, kind of nervous, but if you’ve been there before you 
feel safer and you know what it’s like.  
 
It would be a pretty good idea if we were allowed to choose some periods per week 
where we were allowed to do an integrated subject or negotiate a big project to work 
on. We could pick the things that we are interested in, so then you’d be working with 
people that would be interested in the same thing and that would be easier to 
complete. It’s almost like building your own program, so yes, it probably would. 
There are a fair few kids here who don’t like school and try not to come and think of 
every excuse not to come. It is good to negotiate our work. In years seven and eight I 
was shy and didn’t speak up but in year 9 I kind of grew. I felt more 
comfortable and I could speak out. I reckon some people are still a bit shy about 
coming out, like speaking up. I just kind of started speaking up, so I feel comfortable 
in the school and with everyone in the school. We know who everyone is; so once you 
get kind of comfortable with it, you’re comfortable. I can walk around the school and 
hang with everyone and be happy because you get along.  
 
Maybe relationships should be taught. I know there’s one kid in year eight or possibly 
year seven. I always go up to him because he’s like a good kid, but he kind of hangs 
around with some bad kids, and he tries not to go to class. He hangs around the 
classroom, so every time I see him, I ask, ‘What have you got next? I see what he’s 
got, and if he likes it, I try to convince him to go to class and that he’ll be fine. I try to 
talk to him. I think he would rather a student comes up and speaks to him instead of a 
teacher coming up and saying, ‘Come on do this, do that, get to class’. I think he’d 
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rather let someone listen while he says ‘I don’t want to do it or I don’t like it’. He 
needs to be convinced. I know he had trouble with reading and writing last year. Ms 
Fitz organised some kids to come into one class and help him out and I got a few 
students to do it. He had someone one day, one per period, just to come in and help 
him with reading and writing. I think it was good of Ms Fitz to organize this, because 
he didn’t want to go to class and he would probably be embarrassed because he 
couldn’t read or write properly. I think not being able to read or write properly stops 
students coming to class if they have problems with their work, whether it’s maths or 
English or whatever. You have to learn in a comfortable environment. If you are not 
comfortable, you’re not going to learn, and if it’s hot you’re not going to learn. In our 
school we don’t have air conditioning and so you’re going to be like all hot and 
sweaty, so you are going to want to go home. You’re not going to be able to work. 
Some people can just focus, but most people just want to go all dopey.  
 
It is important for students to make decisions about what they learn. I reckon half and 
half. I reckon students need to learn, but they need to learn other stuff to get to where 
they can learn on their own. I am in extension maths, and I’m good at it, but I just 
don’t have the heart for it. I just don’t love doing it but I can do it if I have the book. I 
can just do it and answer the questions. We don’t get to pick stuff, certain stuff the 
teacher has to teach us in maths. You have to teach certain types of algebra and this, 
this and this. In maths you can’t have a choice, you just have to learn it if you want to 
pass the test. It is good because our maths teacher gives us some sheets, exercise 1C 
we do question 1A to C. He gives you certain ones to do instead of just doing them 
all, so I think it’s good having a choice in some classes. In maths, it's good just to 
have set ground. We do it so when you do your tests you know it and then you pass. 
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You have got to be prepared to do the work instead of just saying no, ‘I don’t want to 
do this. I would rather do this’. You have to put up with it and do it.  
 
To improve attitudes and get kids to come to school, they have got to have something 
interesting, something they want to go to school for. They might like the learning, but 
if they don’t have any friends or a good social network with kids and stuff, they won’t 
want to come to school. Maybe it’s because of who they hang with. I know people 
fight, and they don’t want to come to school to face them. They are scared someone 
might start on them if they come to school. It’s not just about learning it’s about 
having good social communication and friends.  
 
In core classes you’ve got to learn and mature I think. I don’t know, but you have to 
do them to learn your basic English skills. Half the maths stuff we do is pointless 
because we won’t use it in real life. I am pretty sure everyone feels that way. If we 
could have electives from year seven onwards, that could work, but I think it would 
be more of a hassle to organise the classes and rooms. In year seven, you are shy, but 
then again you’d meet people with your own interests, and it would be easier. The 
thing is, in year seven and eight you don’t know what you want to do, so you get a bit 
of everything. You have cooking and you can pick what you are good at. I know we 
had textiles; that’s what it was. The majority of the girls were into fashion. I went into 
Advance, which is more community, more leadership and forensic science.  
 
In English this year I think we’ve just read a book, and we’re answering some 
questions. She gave us a sheet of words and then we had to rewrite them in full 
sentences. I think it is stupid because the book ended in crap. I was disappointed in it, 
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and I think in one class the teachers just get you to write it out once if you have put it 
in your book, or on the computer. Some other teachers make you fill it out on the 
sheet, and then rewrite it in your book, in sentences. I think that is just pointless. It 
should be an answer sheet, because people don’t want to do the work if they don’t 
think it is good or not interesting. They get bored if it is too easy or too hard. In 
maths, we have learned all the basics, and I am in an extension class doing all the hard 
stuff and algebra. In fact, I don’t like it, but I do it. In English I hated the way we 
work as a class. She doesn’t let us go off for instance. She makes us work as a class 
and you have to wait for others to catch up. You feel dumb and you feel pressured to 
catch up. I reckon if we read the book as a class and the teachers should say to us, 
‘now write me a summary, a 100 or 200 or 300 word summary’, and then put us on 
the computer and let us do it ourselves. Maybe sometimes just give us a sheet and 
send us off and we can then make it into a poster or a book or a PowerPoint or 
something. We can choose something we are good at and what we want to do, and we 
can present it how we want to present it.  
 
I reckon that project work would be an excellent idea. You are not only learning to 
communicate with others but you are also like getting into the community and you 
feel good if you organise something like that. I would like to learn more about youth 
and laws like the youth law system. I want to be either an activity-planning worker, 
where you plan activities for older people or young people, like for youth-week and 
you organise the activities. I would like to be a youth justice worker, where you work 
with people in youth justice and help them get on their feet. Maybe I could be a 
welfare worker, not a social worker, because a social work has lots more paperwork, 
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so I am not too sure about that. I don’t know how the laws and the system works yet, 
but with ‘teenagers and the law’, we are learning about stuff like that.  
 
School does help us for our futures, yes it does. I can’t think of anything off my head, 
but yes they do. Just before, I was waiting because I wasn’t too sure if I wanted to do 
this class and I didn’t really like the way the teacher was teaching. I didn’t like the 
way she was doing it and I didn’t want to do it that way. I spoke to the coordinators 
and told them the way I wanted to do it, and that I didn’t want to do the other stuff. 
They said they would talk to her and organise an alternative, like doing the same stuff 
but doing it more hands-on. They said to me, ‘You’re a good leader and people listen 
to you. You’re perfect for this subject’. I just didn’t want to do the stuff that she 
wanted to do. The work that I wanted to do was more different stuff. To help students 
and their futures, we should know that not everything is going to go our way. You 
have to speak up and say you don’t like it instead of just going like; oh they are stupid 
and just leave. You have to be like, I don’t want to be rude, but I don’t like this and 
this and this. I think you should try to do this and this and this. 
 
Susan describes her learning environment and how some of the positive learning 
experiences she has engaged in can be extended. She advocates for more community 
based learning, and enjoys teamwork-based and hands-on activities. These activities 
acknowledge a shift in how her school is prepared to acknowledge different values 
and types of knowledge, and act on them to value learning that is mindful of the 
emerging complexities students bring to school with them. The climate the school 
constructs for students to learn in, acknowledges the extent to which they are 
prepared to negotiate how power within the school can be re-negotiated. 
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Susan also describes how one teacher manipulates classroom activities by nominating 
students to read in class and how some students comply, by simply following the 
words on the page without actually reading. A learning environment such as this 
foregrounds how acts of surveillance control the actions of students at the expense of 
learning. It divides students into categories of good readers, those who are average, 
and those who struggle. These types of ranking systems that are enforced by 
surveillance enable teachers to make assumptions about student ability and therefore 
their value as students. This also allows students to make value judgments about their 
peers in similar ways. All at once, the classroom becomes a site for appraisal, 
comparison and decisions regarding where students fit in to monological styles of 
learning, rather than more inclusive learning styles where they can relate to each 
other, negotiate critically and actively participate as a community of learners. 
Samantha	  –	  (private	  school	  student	  now	  studying	  at	  university)	  
I was doing a whole range of classes: art, drama and English. In every class I used to 
get good marks, A’s and A pluses as an average. I would just bomb out in 
mathematics. My English teachers wanted to put me in the gap, which is the gifted 
and talented class at the school, but they would not let me because I was no good in 
mathematics. I would sit in English and not even try and get A’s for it. I wouldn’t do 
anything. I could do all my hard work in five minutes just before school started and 
get an A in it.  
I think it would be a fantastic thing to negotiate some harder work if we are not 
challenged. This would work for some of the other students, if they don’t understand 
a subject, or if they find it difficult in an area like I did with mathematics. It would be 
good if they gave you something simpler, even if it is just as a base to start building 
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your way up again, if you have a hard time in the subject. 
I was going to try to do a subject around marine biology. The teacher went looking 
and said to me, it’s got maths methods in it. You can’t do it’. That pretty much shuts 
the door and you can’t do anything. If it is a career that you wanted to do, saying that 
you can’t do it instead of providing an alternative way for you to do it, is something 
the school should arrange.  
There were lots of doors closing rather than doors opening, and the amount of work 
they pile on you is ridiculous. You are there at school for eight hours, and then they 
send you home with more homework. Whether the work is challenging and gets your 
brain working, or is repetitive and not stimulating, is different with each teacher you 
have. Sometimes you have some fantastic teachers who put the work in different 
ways. I had a PE teacher and we had to learn different parts of the body and he taught 
us jokes to say to remember the terms. He would go to a party and say, Oh, so I see 
you have a stern oh plus tow mastoid also, and stupid things’. Then you would go to 
another class and it was just the same, repetitive things. In my history class, it was just 
an overload of information but it was repetitive at the same time. You would sit there 
and nearly fall asleep because you had heard it before. They do not take the time to 
explain it and, at other times, the work is so simple you don’t take time to let it sink 
in. I think that would be fantastic if someone came in and said, ‘Hi Samantha, who are 
you and what do you want to learn. What are you like at maths? What are you like at 
English? What do you want to learn’? ‘Let’s build a program for you’. Even if a 
student doesn’t know what they want to do with their life, they still have that option to 
expand what they are good at, rather than be rejected constantly for something they 
are not good at. Being able to say, ‘I am good at art, I am good at English and good at 
history’, and then getting to do those subjects is a better way. This should happen 
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instead of having to stay behind with the rest of the class. If you excel in something, 
being able to personalise your own stuff would be so much better. You are more 
prepared to do well in life with something you are good at and you can build a deeper 
love for it. 
If I could design my own program that would last one month I think that would be 
fantastic. The teacher isn’t specifically telling the students what they have to do. 
You’re not giving them a sheet and saying, ‘You have to do a pie graph; you have to 
do a PowerPoint presentation; you have to do water readings’. Students can think up 
things by themselves. They can have that initiative and feel proud of themselves 
because they have thought of the project and their confidence would go up.  
I think I would do project work or self-manage my own program. I would have that 
freedom to do what I want to do, to plan it and it is a practical thing. I mean doing 
constant theory work after a while becomes monotonous and you don’t want to do it 
anymore. The option to do some more practical work and develop our own theories as 
to why the water has evaporated from the lake, for example, gives you something 
extra to do, something exciting. You are getting out of the school classroom that you 
are constantly in. It would be so much better, to get that extra freedom. You are not 
stifled and you don’t have 20 other students around you trying to think up the same 
ideas as you.  
Samantha hints at the forms of oppression she feels when she is denied access to the 
subjects she requires for her learning to be successful. She is critical of how schools 
are rigid in the organisational processes they put in place to determine how students 
can access the subjects that are on offer through the curriculum. Samantha describes 
her curriculum opportunities as ‘doors were closing rather than opening’, for her at 
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school. She describes how class-based learning varies wildly in how lessons are 
delivered. She enthusiastically describes the excitement of working with a teacher 
who makes lessons interesting by personalizing the work and framing learning 
around her interests. She also describes her boredom at being forced to engage in 
repetitive learning that was either repeated constantly or simplified so much she 
refused to engage in the lesson. 
Samantha is critical of the rigidity that is evident in the ways in which learning is 
organised around the dominant notion of who, and what, counts in a school. 
Samantha seeks to understand how the discourses, the signs and the symbols of 
domination have been embedded into her school culture, and how they provide clear 
indicators for staff and students to follow as the guidelines for learning and behaviour 
standards that lead to success. According to Samantha, domination is organized 
around whose beliefs count, and it is how these beliefs are embedded into the culture 
of a school that needs to be fully understood before these dominant discourses may be 
challenged and supplanted.  
Charlie	  –	  (young	  assertive	  student,	  considered	  a	  troublemaker)	  
We should have a bit of a say, but not too much, in what we learn. I’d say I want to 
learn a little more about one subject, or in science, I would want to learn a little more 
about science. I want to do a lot of welding, hands-on stuff because I learn better with 
hands-on stuff. I don’t know, and I don’t know how the school could have helped me. 
Oh, I wanted a teacher aide, which was something I didn’t always get. The money I 
was paid for an aide did not always go to me the majority of the time. Mainstream 
school is boring. It is not the thing for me. I do not reckon it is. The days are too long. 
Schools could be turned into Humffray Engagement, where you can choose your own 
learning between hands-on and academic type subjects and you can build your own 
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program. Kinesthetic learning is hands-on stuff. I did a test, and it said if you had to 
build a barbecue, would you read the instructions or would you just build it without 
the instructions? There were about two pages of instructions, and it said how I learnt 
best.  
Maths and English, they help me for later on in life so for whatever job I have, I’ll 
need it. I do not reckon you can count one job where you do not need it. That’s about 
all. PE stops you being obese. Students really need physical activity. That’s about it. 
You need to learn how to read, how to write, how to count, and that’s all. I don’t 
really do much work myself, but I don’t really know what they do to help other 
people. I’m not really in the classroom much I’m usually in integration. Schools 
should just try and find some other way to learn. Classrooms are for some people. 
School is made for some people, not for others. Some kids learn in class, some kids it 
goes straight over their heads or through one ear and out the other.  
Learning is organised into timetables, but I just turn up to my classes. For me, it 
depends on what subject it is and what teacher you have got. If you have a teacher 
you don’t really like you are not going to turn up to class. If you have a teacher you 
do like, you are going to turn up to class. That’s what I liked about Humffray 
Engagement, you could say, ‘That’s what I would like to learn’, and then you would 
learn it. It’s not the same at normal school. You can say, ‘I want to do this’, but they 
say you have to do this first, and then you can learn this and learn that. These things 
aren’t worth doing.  
School should be more fun and interesting. I’m one of those kids that have pretty low 
opinions about schools. They could give me something fun to do, just being on my 
own with one teacher, one that I like. Mobile phones should be allowed, we should be 
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able to leave the school to go get fish and chips from up the road, just something like 
that. If it is hands-on it is not so much of a struggle but if it’s not hands on it’s pretty 
much a struggle. I like systems, working with soldering irons and that stuff, but it’s 
not the same to sit there and write about it, as actually doing it. For example, if you 
had to write something about cars, it wouldn’t be the same to write about it as doing 
it. To do it is a lot more different, a lot better. I prefer to be working in a hands-on 
way. I can read perfect and I can spell perfect but I just can’t write perfect. I just don’t 
like it in general. It’s just something I never got into. For me, it’s embarrassing when 
people say you have got writing like a prep student, so I just don’t write. Every day I 
write they always go, ‘Oh yeah, you write like a prep student’, so I just don’t write 
any more.  
Say if those kids like writing and stuff they can have their own classroom and the kids 
like hands-on can have their classroom. If it was divided up into kids that liked to 
have school the way it is now and keep it, and also have a lot more hands-on stuff; 
that would be good. Kids that like to work by themselves, they could work by 
themselves. Say if you had a blank piece of paper and you had your name on the top 
with Monday on the top and you had a choice of classes that you could write in, that 
would be better. If you had like, fixing, fixing anything you could have. So if some 
kids liked a project it might be fixing a car or fixing anything, that would be good. It’s 
more fun to take things apart and put them together, like the course I do at USB Park. 
I always had to pull stuff apart then put it back together and fix stuff. I go there every 
Wednesday and it’s a lot better than school.  
I don’t go to systems (a technical based subject) anymore, because I never turned up 
very often. Last year I turned up all the time, but this year I don’t, because its (teacher 
named) and I just don’t like him.  
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In some ways schools help you, well they don’t make it worse, but you don’t need a 
couple of the things that school teaches you. You’ll never use algebra; like it’s the 
dumbest thing they could ever teach you. For me, any work that I do has to be at a 
level that is just something I can understand and get done. If it’s hands-on, I can be 
challenged, otherwise, well, I just don’t like writing. It is just embarrassing when 
people go, ‘Oh Charlie you write like a prep student. You don’t know how to write’. 
Yes, it has affected me. That’s why I don’t write any more. I can’t remember the last 
time I wrote; besides last Friday, that was the first time I wrote anything in ages. I 
hate being in a class that much I’d rather sit in front of the principal’s office all day 
than sit in a classroom.  
Charlie clearly recognizes how he learns best, and is aware of his own need to 
engage in hands-on learning activities. He is frustrated by his school’s inability to 
fully recognise this, and to locate his learning in an area of the school where he will 
willingly engage. He is willing to engage in disruptive and unruly behaviour, not 
necessarily to challenge the values the school relies on, but simply to follow his 
natural inclinations. He identifies with a local alternative program he attended and 
values how they listened to his requirements as a learner. 
Charlie’s comments indicate the school he attends is prepared to modify the length of 
time he attends class and modify the amount of work he is required to complete, yet 
they are not prepared to recognize how he actually wants to learn. Simply reducing 
the time he attends school and the work he is required to complete is not modifying 
his work. It is adhering to the values and principles of outcomes and standards 
related achievement indicators at the expense of personalizing a program that means 
something to the student and how he learns. In this instance, Charlie is not 
recognised as someone with learning needs that are different. He is forced to fit the 
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narrow and standardized learning requirements in a slightly reduced curriculum 
format, which remains the same format that all students are expected to complete. 
Elizabeth	  –	  (troubled	  student,	  working	  through	  trauma	  issues)	  
Self-managed learning depends on the age group of students. I know that if I was in 
high school and someone said, ‘I do not want to learn anything except about being in 
a university’, that should be OK. If someone said, ‘What do you want to learn’? And I 
could have all these things that would help me with my career, or that could further 
my knowledge on the different things I’ve always wanted to learn, it would be cool. 
To have that chance to have a say about what you wanted to learn would be good. 
Independent learning for me is when I was in primary school I was an independent 
reader. I was an independent journal writer and I could study on my own and use the 
computers by myself. I did not have to get permission. I could just study on my own 
and study what I wanted to. I could study in another room or the library, so that was 
pretty good. In high school, I was not so independent and then after a while if we had 
to do group work I would put my hand up to see if I could do it on my own. Or if I 
were in a group I would say, 'Can I do the research? That works for me'.  
I need to study psychology, but I do not need legal studies. I think it would be 
beneficial to the student and to the school if there were some way where students can 
negotiate their learning more, so they can learn about things they like. I had a teacher 
in high school who was my textiles teacher and she loved making clothes and sewing 
to the point where, when I needed help putting elastic in a skirt in year eight, she took 
it off me and did it herself. I thought, well, ‘I’m not learning’, so that did not help.  
The best solution would be to put Southern Cross Learning into a school. The school 
would not have to worry about having students away from school. If they are 
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struggling they could go there and you would know where they were, and know that 
they are doing something. At the end of the day, the student is not losing any time and 
they are still studying something.  
Elizabeth is clear in the distinction she makes between mainstream school and 
alternative forms of learning. She associates being able to plan and learn 
independently as something only achievable in alternative forms of learning such as 
Southern Cross Learning, or in primary schools. She establishes a clear and positive 
link between learning and negotiation. She is also scathing in her assessment of how 
schools rigidly enforce curriculum choices that are not responsive to all student-
learning requirements. She advocates for establishing alternative programs such as 
Southern Cross Learning being embedded into mainstream schools, where students 
would have the option of engaging with learning in a variety of formats. Notably, this 
would enable students to select how they want to learn, and it opens up a school’s 
capacity to develop a more relational culture. It signifies to the student that their 
learning is not necessarily directed towards a single focus outcome such as VCE or 
VCAL, and it can be directed to more critically oriented, active and relational styled 
outcomes. 
Robert Reed Secondary College: individuality and respect 
4. How	  the	  school	  will	  respond	  to	  students	  as	  individuals	  and	  
how	  students	  want	  to	  be	  respected	  as	  individuals)	  
 
The members of our community are learners thriving in an environment free 
from discrimination and prejudice.  Each student is well supported and valued 
as an individual contributor to our common goals. We are a caring, 
supportive and student-centred school where there is no us and them, and 
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where we are tolerant of each other’s differences. Our community values a 
restorative approach to student behaviour issues, and personal growth, and 
we encourage all students to act and behave responsibly, and to monitor their 
impact on others’ learning. All students have a mentor teacher, and our 
innovative approaches to engage our community invites students, parents and 
staff to assess our performance, and plan for future improvement. 
Motivation-­‐	  
Susan	  –	  (well	  connected	  student,	  wants	  to	  study	  youth	  work)	  
 
It is hard to talk about motivation because people have different opinions and 
different thoughts. I think just being positive towards students and not snappy is a 
good start. If teachers want to be motivating towards students, they need to be fairly 
convincing, saying things like, ‘This will help you in the long run, you can do it, well 
done’, and stuff like that. Students can help each other just by being there. I know if I 
get stuck, I just ask people and they help me, but you have to be able to speak up and 
say I need help. In regard to motivation, students would usually try hard. If they have 
got a bad mark and feel like shit, maybe schools should ask them how they feel or 
how they could help them improve. I know that sometimes when they talk to me, they 
just leave it, and I say bye. I don’t like them, once they do that. I hold a grudge. It is 
better if they give you a different approach to your work, an easier way to understand 
it, give you options on how to do it. If you have to present it, you present it however 
you want to.  
I like working in the community. I do a VET class, and it is in TAFE, and it is a 
community service class. It is my favourite class because it is not hard, but it is not 
easy. All the time you are there learning you meet new people. You do not have to 
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wear uniform, so you can be different. You get breaks and they are more relaxed, but 
at school you have bells and if you are late you have to wait for someone to move out 
of the way before you can get to your locker. You don’t get told off in TAFE. You 
can carry your bag around and take it with you to class. You can have your drink of 
whatever, including water. It is more relaxed. The seats and tables are bigger so there 
is more room and you control what you do. Every few weeks we have to hand in a 
book and maybe write an essay. You can either do your book and then your essay. 
Three weeks ago we had to make up a book for some children, but if you don’t hand it 
in on time she gives you until next week. At school, if you don’t have it done, the 
teacher will just yell at you, and I don’t like being yelled at. At school, I always like 
to hand my work in, but there are other girls there who forget. The teacher is pretty 
relaxed at TAFE and just says try and get it in next week girls, and usually they do. 
Working in TAFE is different. It is for community service. You have a book for every 
few weeks, and you just read it and answer it. Sometimes we work as a class and 
sometimes individually. She then gives us scenarios and we have to act like 
counselors, and we learn how to ask people questions, how to approach people as a 
first contact. We learn occupational health and safety issues. This weekend, we are 
going to our first aid course as a class. It is hard to do it during class time at school; so 
we have to do on the weekend because it is level two and you have to do two days to 
qualify.  
 
It would be good if we can self-manage and work independently. In another English 
class, they have done six essays, and we haven’t even done one essay. Our English 
teacher never shows us how to do them, so we don’t get to do that and do it properly. 
The first essay that I have done properly was in my VET class, and I got good marks. 
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I had to do it myself and do it at home because with the teachers at school we don’t 
learn about that. I think the Principal should be asking the teachers what they do, and 
make sure they teach us the right stuff. Kids in our class have been going to other 
teachers in other classes to explain how to do their work because they don’t teach us 
the right stuff. She is making us do stupid stuff instead of teaching us how to write 
essays and stuff that matters. She is so annoying; we are more involved in doing her 
stuff her way, rather than thinking about our future because we don’t know how to do 
essays. It is important that they teach us about things that matter and not stupid little 
things. It is important to teach us about things that are in the future, like when we go 
to university we will have to know how to write essays, but we haven’t learnt how to 
write them yet. We have to learn basic maths. I am in extension maths, but I want to 
move down, but they keep saying that if you move down you won’t learn as much. 
Mum said, ‘Just finish it and then move down a set’. What I do is my best, so I do try, 
but it is not the end of the world if I don’t get the top of the class. I have a brain, and 
I’m not going to fail at life because there is always heaps of stuff to do. So as long as 
you’ve got a brain you are going to be good.  
 
Most of the electives I am in this year I regret having. They seem so pointless, but 
next semester I’m going to do classes that are easy, where I can pass just like that. 
The classes I did this semester are pretty hard. It seems so pointless in the end and I 
barely learned anything. I was too busy writing and doing all the work and handing it 
in and I can’t remember it all. We are having exams in two weeks and it is not open 
book, we have to remember it all. I have a whole display book full of stuff and I have 
a whole book of writing and I am supposed to memorise it, so I think it is stupid. I do 
not think the things that I am studying now in school are important. I haven’t learnt 
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much because most of it is common knowledge. I am very quick at catching on to 
things and it is just common stuff. Our schoolwork is not challenging. In maths, it is 
hard and challenging and I guess it keeps me busy. In English we are just learning 
about verbs and pronouns, but we learnt that in year seven. Give us something more 
mature.  
 
With student leadership, students go up there and make a speech and then you vote 
within the class. The teachers don’t have a say. I am vice-captain in my class, and 
then you have your leaders and we get to organise stuff and do stuff but, in the end, 
it’s always the teachers that have the last say. I feel that in the end it’s better to ask 
Mitch, the principal, because some teachers just say no. They don’t have to do 
anything so you don’t rely on them. You just go straight to the principal and he will 
say the truth. Let’s say if you were raised in a home where you were encouraged to go 
to school. You were expected to behave and learn and better yourself. You would do 
that at school too, because that is how you were raised. If a student didn’t have a 
home life where that was encouraged, they probably won’t try to better themselves 
unless they started to hang around with people that did try to better themselves. 
 
Susan refuses to allow herself to become a victim of oppressive school discourses. She 
believes she has a right to speak back to conservative discourses and she maintains a 
right to be assertive towards her teachers. She believes that it is not a teacher’s 
responsibility to enforce a style of teaching that is rigidly guided by a monological 
teaching style. She believes teachers need to understand their students’ learning 
styles and provide alternative ways in which to assist their students to understand 
their set study tasks. 
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Susan enjoys the relaxed and relational based atmosphere of her community-based 
Vocational Educational Subject. Here she is able to relax more and take charge of the 
ways in which she makes decisions regarding her study program at school. In this less 
controlled atmosphere, she describes how she has a say in her learning environment 
and does not feel compelled to obey school bells that tell her where she should be. In 
a more rigid and tightly controlled school atmosphere, Susan points out the 
inconsistencies in class-based teaching that she feels are evident. It appears from her 
comments that English lessons are standardized for all students across her year level, 
yet some teachers emphasise elements of the program more than other elements of the 
English program. This results in inconsistencies in what is taught. Susan points out 
how some students miss out on important skill development.  
Respect-­	  
Marcus	  –	  (assertive	  student,	  determined	  to	  succeed)	  
 
Every school is different regarding respect. In the school I went to, only half the 
teachers respected students. Then you have a couple of teachers who didn’t respect 
anyone at all. It was their work; it was their classroom. That’s what you did. It was 
their way or the highway. With students like me who couldn’t handle sitting still in a 
classroom, the teachers didn’t know how to deal with us. It was back to the old, 'Well 
you got it wrong; so you are wrong', and that kind of stuff. That didn’t help students 
like me. That made students hate school even more and not want to go anymore. 
 
Robert Reed Secondary College: responding to individual need 
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5. How	  schools	  respond	  to	  difficult	  students	  and	  how	  students	  
interpret	  their	  own	  identity	  
 
Student behaviour that is considered to interfere with the College’s 
expectations will initially be dealt with by the staff member witnessing the 
transgression. For continuing offences, or incidents of a more serious nature, 
the student will need to attend a meeting conducted by a Team Leader, Core 
Teacher or Year Level Coordinator. Any major offences will be immediately 
referred to the Assistant Principal or Principal.  
When a student does not behave in the expected manner, or when they 
interfere with the rights of other students, they must assume there will be 
consequences for their actions. The consequences may include counselling, 
detentions, withdrawal from class, withdrawal of privileges, suspensions or 
expulsion from school. Our staff keep personal records of student examples of 
inappropriate behaviour, so action to address this behaviour may be taken. 
Incidents will be recorded, and referred on to Team Leaders, Core teachers, 
Year Level Coordinators and/or Assistant Principals. These records may be 
required in any instances of suspension or expulsion conferences.  
Any students sent out of class to Team Leaders, Core Teachers, Year Level 
Coordinators, or Assistant Principals, must have a note with them clarifying 
the student’s exclusion from the class. These procedures are in accordance 
with Departmental guidelines  
Discipline Procedures/Ministerial Order No 1: Regulation XVI (Discipline) 
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Detentions are periods of time in which the school deprives the student of 
some of his or her time. These may occur as yard duty, working after school 
hours, lunch hour maintenance, or repair-work around the school or the 
completion of work sheets.  
Rules	  and	  behavior-­‐	  
Susan	  –	  (well	  connected	  student,	  wants	  to	  study	  youth	  work)	  
 
I have heard stories from other schools about fighting and stuff. I know that here if 
there are fights, teachers are right in it and they stop it straight away. Then they 
suspend people and give them a break from school to wind down. I’ve never been in a 
fight so I do not know what they do, but I think that they suspend them and then they 
have some meetings. I remember when I was younger we had heaps of girls and we 
all had a fight. After that, they got us in a room to speak and then we all made friends 
again because, in class, we were all destructive. We were all fighting and it affected 
our learning a lot. Then one of the teachers organised for us to have a meeting and 
then we got learning again. We spoke about our feelings and that was helpful and 
beneficial and we got over it and could become friends again.  
 
Our code of conduct and our rules are fair enough because you want everyone to be 
treated with respect. You want people to have covered shoes when they do work, so 
you don’t lose a foot or a finger, you need to have your hair back from machines and 
stuff. So the rules are fair enough. If everyone in the school did them, there would be 
no worries but then you have some troublemakers who just want to do the wrong 
thing; be disruptive and do everything wrong. Some are troublemakers and do it for 
the attention. I think it is the community they come from, how they’ve grown up, and 
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how their parents say stuff and then the kids say, ‘No, stuff that’, and then they bring 
the problem into the school and others follow sometimes.  
 
Our class is the good class, the nerdy good class, but maybe they should separate 
some students and move them into other classes. Then they don’t have to show off in 
front of their friends so they’ll sit down and do their work. That has happened in my 
class. They have moved a naughty kid in so they’ll settle down and do their work. 
Then they say, ‘I don’t have to show off in front of these kids’, because we don’t want 
them to. When you have a group of boys, and one leader in particular, they all just 
follow him. If he starts smoking they all will but if they move them into a class where 
we all do good things, they’ll think, ‘They are going to accept me like I am so why try 
to be cool’?  
 
Rules annoy me. If you are sick in class teachers just don’t believe you. Some people 
do get sick and the teachers say, ‘Why were you not sick at lunchtime or recess’? I 
just say, ‘I wasn’t. I just got sick about 20 minutes ago’, and they don’t believe you. 
They make you stay in for the whole class. In one class, I was sick because none of 
the teachers believed me. I sent my mum a text to come to the office to pick me up 
because they wouldn’t let me leave. Then about three teachers abused me for telling 
my mum I was sick, but I was sick and I needed to go home. My mum said to them, 
‘My daughter feels sick; I have to take her home to get better. I will then come back 
and deal with you’. If the child is sick, they cannot learn. I was sick, and if a child is 
sick or in pain, they cannot learn. You just feel like shit in class. Teachers just think 
we are all liars. It is pretty much us and them.  
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Susan acknowledges some of the good things that have happened in her class to solve 
conflicts that have emerged between students. She is grateful about the ways in which 
the school organized for her class to overcome their difficult issues through mediation 
and conflict resolution. In some ways, this appears to benefit the structure of how 
classrooms are organised and this means the sanctity of the classroom, and therefore 
monological learning practices continue to remain intact. In instances such as these, 
mediation may not necessarily be implemented to benefit individual students. The 
damage caused to students may be repaired to ensure the continued implementation 
of standardized learning practices.   
 
Susan conveys her frustration in how the school implements rules. She indicates that 
when she took her own action to let her mother know she was sick, this enraged some 
teachers. It challenged the school’s knowledge and beliefs relating to communication 
and the processes that are put in place to ensure the coded instructions for 
manageable and acceptable behavior and communication are maintained. Going 
outside these set parameters enabled Susan to directly convey her feelings to her 
mother, which effectively dislocated the school from the process and muted their 
power to control communication. 
Classrooms-­‐	  
Susan	  –	  (well	  connected	  student,	  wants	  to	  study	  youth	  work)	  
 
Sometimes it is good learning in a class, but some teachers in our class start to talk 
over us. With some teachers, we will just sit and listen. Some teachers have good 
control and respect for us, but there are some teachers who are not just tough enough. 
That’s when kids start speaking over them. It is about having a good relationship. We 
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get a report every term and it is pretty good so long as you behave. You get ticks in all 
the right boxes; it just depends on your parents. If you don’t get a good report, they 
take it out on you and make you clean your room or something like that or be 
grounded. That’s not good because then you hold a grudge against the school. I don’t 
know; I’ve always got a pretty good report. I don’t like school uniforms; I just don’t 
like them. As soon as I get home I change. Some people wear them funny, like some 
people wear their long skirts halfway up their legs and that’s embarrassing. 
Sometimes it’s just bad and I don’t like it. Uniforms represent that you are in a 
school.  
 
I don’t know.... I reckon it is stupid to have people watching you all the time. We can 
afford new gates but we cannot get new seats or heaps of other stuff. We can afford 
new gates around the school to lock us up. When they lock all the gates, ‘It’s like, are 
you serious’? Behind the canteen, there is a gate now and people used to play games 
against the wall because it’s not like there are plenty of places to hang and play 
games. There are only about two brick walls that you can throw a ball against but they 
just lock everything up. It’s just that we need more places to sit and more things to do 
at lunchtime and recess. There is not much to do, just sit there and think, ‘I want to go 
home’.  
 
Susan’s comments here reflect on her notions of good and bad teaching. Susan’s 
comments relate directly to how the school and teachers develop relationships with 
students. She is also critical of the ways in which schools enact surveillance 
mechanisms to control students. Susan explains her disgust at the prison-like 
mentality of ‘locking the gates’. She seems to be implying that when the gates are 
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locked, the school removes its responsibility to provide engaging activities during 
break times. 
Behavior-­‐	  
Charlie	  –	  (young	  assertive	  student,	  considered	  a	  troublemaker)	  	  
If you are in trouble for behaviour and you are an integration student, they just send 
you to integration. If integration doesn’t work, they send you to the principal. If the 
principal doesn’t want you, you go home. I’d do it the same way, ‘Right, that’s it, off 
you go’. Punishment is sitting out the front of the office being bored doing endless 
amounts of maths or something, doing subjects you mostly hate. Students do not read 
the code of conduct so there is no point having it. They are wasting ink and paper.  
My behaviour wasn’t the best and I would mouth off at teachers and they frustrated 
me. They go off at me for every little thing; I don’t know. I could drop a texta pen or 
something, and they would be, ‘whoa’. They make big deals over nothing so I told 
them to shut up. Yeah, I got a pretty big reputation as a troublemaker. Sometimes they 
had the right to go off at me but sometimes there wasn’t any need. It was just, ‘Oh 
well’. I got accused of a lot of stuff, the majority I did do, but a lot of it I did not do, it 
is not the best feeling. The school did not try to help me; they left me to get in trouble. 
Oh they put me in counselling for the last two weeks and it was like they wanted me 
to talk about stuff like at home, so I told them.  
I like to walk out of class whenever I want to, that is pretty cool. I do not mind 
walking out of class when I have had enough and then I go and sit in here, integration, 
but then I get sent back. I just get sick of my class because there are so many; it is full 
of idiots. I could just be sitting there with my aide doing work and they are just going, 
‘O Charlie you are just a dumb faggot’, and stuff like that. They are just idiots. 
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Boredom is a dominant theme infiltrating Charlie’s thoughts when he talks about 
school. Charlie believes he doesn’t belong anywhere in school; there are no spaces 
where he belongs. He requires assistance with his learning and he yearns to be 
independent. He puts up with his classes and he describes as ‘idiots’ those who bait 
him. He has no regrets when he gets up from his seat in class and leaves his class 
without permission. The school is placed in a situation where they need to punish him, 
yet they have been made aware of his special needs and are required to modify how 
they respond to his behaviour. 
Charlie freely acknowledges he does not participate in the established order the 
school values. The ‘order’ the school values is reinforced through the school 
discipline policy. He appears immune to any oppressive discourses that the school 
imposes and is aware of how his actions are disruptive, yet he feels no compulsion to 
acquiesce to these dominant values. 
Rules-­‐	  
Elizabeth	  –	  (troubled	  student,	  working	  through	  trauma	  issues)	  	  
 
I think that if schools have a problematic student they will punish them quite severely. 
If they have a good student, they will not punish them as severely. I do not think 
schools have much of an idea, or experience, to deal with students who may have 
mental issues. So if a student has a reputation as a good student, their treatment will 
be better than a student who has a reputation as a wild or disruptive student, and they 
will be more harshly dealt with.  
Rules such as no fighting, no pushing people off their chairs, not harming another 
student, are good rules. I think punctuality and how you speak to your teachers are 
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good rules because you go through high school and not everyone has that skill to treat 
others with respect. It is difficult to adjust to the learning environment, as schools 
have to have structure. When you go to a school that does not have structure you have 
to go through an adaptation process.  
If you are a dependent student I do not think it would work. I’m sure you can adapt to 
the ability to become more independent. With the people that work at Southern Cross 
Learning, if you are not independent, little bits are given to you, like baby steps, so 
that you can become independent. Not all students would want to make their own 
subjects. It is putting a lot of responsibility onto a student. It would be a good idea to 
let them study something that interests them, and for some students to interlink 
science and social science and all that stuff, into one subject. A project would be very 
difficult to get the drive to finish, but if there were a teacher prepared to work with the 
student that was more dependent, then that would work.  
Elizabeth expands on her idea of fusing an alternative program with mainstream 
learning. She notes how not all students may wish to work independently and may 
work better in a completely structured environment. She is acutely aware of how 
schools embed a rigid structure in the ways in which they deal with their students. She 
decodes how schools deal with students harshly where bad behaviour is expected of 
them, and manages with more compassion the behaviour of students who are 
considered good students yet who sometimes test the rules of the school.  Elizabeth 
reinforces how schools operate between levels of oppression and privilege when they 
deal with students. From her comments, this appears that they operate with 
entrenched and encoded sanctions for different cohorts of students. The values that 
support these sanctions may be enacted at various levels within the school and these 
reflect the severity of how behaviour is perceived within the school. From her 
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comments, it appears that a student’s reputation acts as a signifier to determine the 
level of surveillance and behaviour modification that is enacted to modify a student’s 
behaviour. This vigilance serves all at once to remind other students of the behaviour 
obligations that are at play within the dominant school discourses and which records 
individual students’ transgressions should this be required if further sanctions are 
enacted through discourses around power to dislocate students from school. 
To end this chapter, I believe it is inappropriate to summarise or to synthesise these 
comments in any way. To me, this takes away their individual power and the point of 
interviewing them at all. To try and insinuate any form of ‘meta-analysis’ would be 
destructive as it draws away from their integrity as co-researchers. More importantly, 
it reduces the intensity of their observations and it would take something from their 
identity.  
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CHAPTER	  SEVEN	  –	  NARRATIVES	  FROM	  THE	  EXCLUDED:	  
VIGNETTES	  THAT	  SPEAK	  BACK,	  INCLUSIVELY	  
	  
Part	  one:	  experiencing	  exclusion	  
 
In this chapter, the narratives that I have selected tell the story of disconnection and 
despair, and then reconnection and hope, through the experiences of my co-
researchers. I have selected this range of perspectives for a reason. And this is to 
create a narrative continuum that commences from the experience of being excluded, 
through to how students have been able to weave themselves back into education, 
often with parental or welfare agency assistance. I am again reflexively involved in 
these narratives. The comments that I offer expose and then decode their experiences, 
and will hopefully provide layers of interpretation that will foreground the integrity 
and purpose of their stories. The narratives are themed, and this provides insights into 
why disconnection occurs. This chapter concludes with inclusion being examined 
through the eyes of my co-researchers, and how they visualise an education system 
they would prefer to be a part of. The ‘insurgent solutions’ that are described here by 
my co-researchers will form the basis of the recommendations for change I will make 
in the next chapter. 
Disengaging-­‐	  
Susan	  –	  (well	  connected	  student,	  wants	  to	  study	  youth	  work)	  
Some of the schoolwork I do doesn’t even matter to me. I just do it to get it out of the 
way. Teachers just give it to us and expect us to do the work; teachers say if you don’t 
do your work you are not being responsible. I will sit for a whole week, and the 
teacher is just saying, ‘you are behind’ and I said, ‘I was sick, things happen’. They 
261	  	  
expect you to catch up, even when you are sick. If I’m sick in bed, I can’t get out and 
go to school to get my books. I can catch up in class; it’s not the end of the world. It’s 
not as if we do much in class.  
With some students, when they get too far behind they just don’t come to class again. 
Probably about half the parents here don’t care what their kids do. They just don’t 
come to school. I know of quite a few; there are some in my science class who only 
come monthly. I don’t know what happens to those students, they must fail. To go to 
class, we used to line up when we were in years seven and eight. Now we just walk in 
and sit down, and they mark the roll. Then they tell you what you are doing today and 
give you sheets mostly, and then you just go on with your work and then when the 
bell goes you just leave. 
Susan implies schools manufacture learning tasks so students may demonstrate their 
capacity to keep to timelines. She reveals that learning for her is a series of tasks to 
be completed by a certain timeframe with little regard for the ways in which students 
interact, discuss and make their own meaning from the tasks. Learning is reduced to 
measuring a student’s capacity to produce a response to worksheets within a 
deadline. It would appear from her comments, that schools base student progress on 
how well a student can keep to a timeline without deviation. Susan acknowledges how 
she feels schools control the actions of students through herding them into classrooms 
and then deny them the capacity to move around or have a drink of water. Susan 
again conveys her desire to engage in managing her own learning program through 
completing a project she was motivated about. 
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Disconnection-­‐	  
Samantha	  –	  (private	  school	  student	  now	  studying	  at	  university)	  	  
	  
I dropped out of school in year 11 in a town near the state border. I was having a lot 
of problems at the time, and I came here to live with my brother. I originally started 
with community VLC Learning, but it did not work out for me and I ended up 
wagging. It didn’t do anything for me. It wasn’t interesting for me, and we used to 
come here to use Workspace on Fridays. I talked to Wayne and Judy, the lady who 
used to run it and they arranged for me to come here because I got a lot more out of it. 
I was going through a lot of personal issues at the time, and the teachers were 
harassing me.  
When I came here, I did not go to school because it was a pretty dark period in my 
life. It was about two months ago, and I’d tried to commit suicide by jumping off a 
bridge. A doctor told me that they weren’t going to put me on anti-depressants 
because I may become addicted to them. I was living with my Nan for a while then I 
was living with my uncle and then living with my aunt. They passed me to my 
brother, so it gets worse because you are being passed around. I wasn’t talking to my 
mother, and I wasn’t talking to my father. When I got here, I did fall into the wrong 
crowd for a little bit. When I started to come to Workspace, that’s when I started to 
straighten out.  
I used to have one nose piercing and one teacher used to come up to me to find me 
every day and tell me off. I also used to have a lot of teachers getting on my case. 
They tried to get me to talk about my hard times with my parents breaking up. I was a 
little bit depressed, but I did not want to talk to the teachers. I did not think it was 
valid that I had to express what I was feeling to teachers that I didn’t really know. I 
263	  	  
did not want them to know what was happening to me. I fell behind in a lot of work 
because I was sick with glandular fever. They were not really helpful in trying to get 
me to catch everything up.  
I had another group of teachers who wanted me to catch up on my work, my 
classroom teachers, but they were not very helpful in trying to get me there. I was in 
year 11 doing year 12 subjects, and I used to do year 12 history. The teacher just gave 
me a whole stack of sheets and said here, catch up, so it was a very hard class, and I 
was just gone. 
Once you get behind, you don’t really get a lot of help. There were a lot of teachers in 
high school who didn’t pay me a lot of attention. I had a hard time in mathematics, no 
teacher would spend enough time with me, and so I could understand it. I would just 
take my art book to class and start drawing through the whole class.  
Inclusion:	  exclusion-­‐	  
Angela	  –	  flexible	  and	  talented	  year	  10	  student	  
I think the kids that get punished at school are usually the kids that do not really want 
to be at school who do not want to do the work and do not respect the school and 
teachers and yes they feel the rules are there to be broken. I think school rules are for 
the kids that are struggling a bit. Kids that struggle, I’m just guessing, but maybe they 
feel like, well, if they do not like school and they are struggling, well yes I really 
cannot say. Showing respect is talking to the kid about their learning, having a 
conversation with them and outside class having a one-on-one conversation that may 
help the kid. It is not as if, well, with some teachers they may think, oh if you cannot 
learn in a classroom you cannot learn anywhere. For some teachers that is their 
mentality, they have to think outside the box and make sure that the kid knows that 
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the teacher is going to try alternative ways of learning to keep them interested. 
Sometimes teachers frustrate me. If a couple of kids in the class want to have a go at 
me, if I were a teacher I would tell them I’m not going to tolerate that kind of thing. If 
they are talking over you, say stop talking and do the work.  
I do not think schools should ignore it if things are not too good at home for students. 
A different way or a better way that student achievement can be managed is through 
talking. Talking is an important help so that kids feel and know how the teacher views 
or sees their work and how they can change it. A lot of kids think rules are there to be 
broken. On the other hand, some kids just go about their business and come to school 
and do their work and not get into the social stuff and bullying and vandalism. I think 
the kids that get punished at school are usually the kids that do not want to be at 
school, who do not want to do the work and do not respect the school and the 
teachers. They feel the rules are there to be broken. I think that teachers should try 
and work hard and use their time on all kids, not just kids that can do the work but 
kids that cannot do it as well. I think respect does drop off for students that are 
struggling with their work. I suppose when schools are big and stuff you can overlook 
some kids who do not want to participate.  
Sometimes students home lives impact on their school lives. Some kids might feel it 
is a release from home, maybe they might feel thank god I’m coming to school, I’m 
going to have a good day at school and get some work done. Other kids may have had 
a bad day or a bad morning or a bad afternoon. They might feel, oh I have to go to 
school now, so that sucks. I cannot deal with this at the moment because of what’s 
happening at home and stuff. I think students think there is always a level of respect, 
but then there are some kids that may gain or lose respect from some teachers at some 
point. It depends on the teacher and student. I do not think schools should ignore it if 
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things are not too good at home for students. For me it is all about understanding how 
things work. 
Angela knows that problems exist in schools for students, and knows that teachers 
need to get to know their students. She feels teachers have a responsibility to work 
with their students, even outside of the classroom. She is aware of how schools 
sometimes exclude and alienate students, and that bullying exists, and students are 
sometimes subjected to bullying as a means of comparing and classifying their 
capacity to complete class work. Her final comment is interesting and highlights how 
schools must find ways in which to engage with all students, and not act to socialize 
students to respond to, and respect the dominant discourses within the school as the 
only behavior model allowable. 
School	  pressure:	  disregarding	  the	  individual-­‐	  
Jane	  –	  (well	  adjusted	  student	  with	  strong	  career	  aspirations)	   
I don’t think school prepares students for the future challenges that they will face in 
their lives beyond school. They don’t talk about all the positive things about growing 
up, and doing your own thing; they always talk about the negative things. If you don’t 
do this, you will have a shit life. They talk about life as if it is going to be bad if we 
don’t get 100% in our math’s test or something like that. They just put all these 
negative words in, and it’s like, ok, you are putting me under the pump now, I’m 
going to have to do my best. 
They should just tell us to try our best. If we don’t manage to do our best, they should 
help us out instead of putting words into our heads that make us think we can’t do 
this. Why would I even bother to do this, if you say I can’t do it? They should give us 
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better work, work that we would understand. Sometimes there would be kids in class 
that know everything on a piece of paper. The other half of the kids would have no 
idea what they have just been handed. The issue is that they know everything. Some 
of the students have no idea, so when they get in there, they don’t know how to do a 
test. They just fail, and then they get picked on. They should teach us more. It is 
unfair on those students, to make that assumption of them. 
If they are at a particular year level, and they don’t do the work, they are considered 
to be failures. If they cannot do the work, they can’t do the tests, then the teachers 
don’t teach them. They know they are not going to year 12, and they are going to get 
nothing. There are kids who are not so good, and don’t attend classes, and they miss 
out on a lot, but they still want to learn. I would advise the teachers not to put the 
naughty kids with their friends in class, separate them, because they would get more 
work done if they are working by themselves. There’s a chance of them wanting to be 
with their friends, and wagging every class just to be with them, and then they just 
don’t learn anything. School’s just going to end, and they won’t learn anything. Then 
they’ll have to work at Safeway (a supermarket chain). Their self-esteem is very 
low; they have no confidence at all, none. 
Most kids that don’t get a lot of help in schools end up leaving and then turning feral. 
They haven’t had any good schooling. The teachers haven’t told them about life, and 
everything they need to know. They just end up leaving school because that’s what 
they think they want. 
Jane clarifies her views on how schools operate, and explores the signs and symbols 
that schools put in place to ensure that a dominant and conservative view of students 
is maintained. Jane implies schools are sites of domination and resistance rather than 
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sites for negotiation. She comments on how domination is seen as institutional and is 
embedded in the discourses around power within the school. She suggests that for 
some students, it may also operate at a more covert level, and affect individual 
students intensely and personally. It may even force some students to withdraw from 
school. She interrogates whose values and beliefs are interpreted as acceptable 
behaviour and what constitutes authentic learning within schools. 
Part	  two:	  experiencing	  re-­engagement	  
Reconnection	  in	  the	  real	  world-­‐	  
Angela	  –	  a	  flexible	  and	  talented	  year	  10	  student	  
	  
For some kids and their complexities school varies so much, and it is really hard for 
schools to understand certain kids and how their minds work. The things you learn in 
school are very important because it can help you understand where you want to 
move on to in life. Also, all the social stuff and facts you learn from being in a group, 
you learn from your teachers and all that stuff. In the junior years, I think staff in 
schools value relationships and use relationships to build good learning environments 
with students. It is good having teachers to talk about stuff if I am having trouble with 
a subject. You split up, and your friends go to different classes, and you have different 
teachers and stuff. If I had a choice, and some kids could be in a larger group and 
some kids could be in a smaller group, it would be OK because some kids work better 
in groups.  
I think this school does a pretty good job considering there are such a wide range of 
kids and a wide range of levels of kids. I suppose in some places they could improve 
how some kids work on particular aspects of their learning, and their mentality about 
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school. They should also know how the teacher thinks, and the teacher should know 
how the student feels about the school. How they think about themselves and their 
friends and other kids, and the kid can know more about the teacher and stuff. Schools 
are trying to make it an open thing so kids can come forward and talk about stuff, but 
it is still really difficult for kids to feel comfortable enough to come and talk to the 
teacher.  
A different way or a better way that student achievement can be managed is through 
talking. Talking is an important help so that kids feel and know how the teacher views 
or sees their work and how they can change it. Grades and reports are mostly 
delivered with just a kid and the parent and teacher. It is kept to interviews and stuff. I 
know some students feel as if they are not as good as other students who can complete 
the work. I think the kids that give up are probably the kids that get kind of disruptive 
in class, and they might yeah I do not know, lose motivation. I think it is important for 
students who are not as connected to the school and kids that are really proactive 
learners, like the natural leaders and stuff, to hear kids who might want to change 
things at school and do stuff like that.  
As a connected student, Angela understands the language of fitting in. She is able to 
decode the nuances of school life and instinctively knows how to relate positively to 
other students and staff. Rather than simply dismiss the antics of students who may be 
disruptive, she genuinely feels they have a right to be within the school and that it is 
the responsibility of teachers and other students to engage with all students. Angela 
feels schools need to be both learning and social spaces, as they provide 
opportunities where students may engage in wide ranging activities that can help 
determine their futures. 
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Self-­‐managed	  learning:	  what	  learning	  could	  look	  like-­‐	  
Jane	  –	  (well	  adjusted	  student	  with	  strong	  career	  aspirations)	  
It is frustrating not having a say in what you learn. If I could design my own work 
program, I would want to do things that I want to do. Things that I want to learn, so 
that when I get older, I know the information for the job that I want to do. I want to 
become a school counsellor, so if the school said go away and design your own 
curriculum, I would stick to it, because they would be things that I wanted to do. 
If we had the choice to be able to negotiate our learning with our teachers, it would be 
a good thing. To have a vote in the class, so if the teachers say are we are going to 
learn about this, how would you feel about that? If they asked all students to see how 
they feel about that, and if it is about 50-50, let’s do it. It would be good to have a 
double lesson, and the kids who did not want to do that work could have a separate 
class. One of the teachers could be helping them learn the things they want to learn, 
so they are both getting stuff what they want to learn. Sometimes it depends on the 
teacher, you have to help to understand and learn. So it can be hit or miss. 
Most students would love the opportunity to negotiate some of their work. This would 
help motivate students, and improve their attitude. To make students more involved in 
their school, they should have more activities, things that are fun, and that students get 
to do at least once a week, even on Friday afternoons.  
Jane is aware that schools do not negotiate with students regarding what they learn 
in class. Jane interrogates the dominant ways in which her school excludes her from 
any capacity she may wish to develop to talk about what she wants to learn. By 
interrogating the school’s practices in this way, she critiques the ways in which 
curriculum is selected for students and not by students. Jane sees this curriculum 
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inequity as a form of dominance. Other students may resist these structures more 
forcefully, and lead the school to take further steps to defend the ways in which they 
have been able to justify their dominant position as the established discourses that 
operate in schools. 
Negotiated	  learning-­‐	  
Marcus	  –	  (assertive	  student,	  determined	  to	  succeed)	  
 
I reckon students should have a say in what they learn in school. When I first came 
here to Workspace, we had a choice of whether I could go and work on the car, or I 
could learn something else first, and then go back to it later on. I could do this, or I 
could do that. It was my choice what I learnt. In schools, it is right, you are doing this 
today, off you go and it is always paperwork. The main thing with me is, I don’t like 
doing paperwork. I can do it, but it’s the main thing for me that I don’t like. If you get 
something wrong in high school, you are wrong, that’s it. In Workspace, if you did 
something wrong they find out about it, but you get the chance to fix your mistakes.  
The main difference between high school and Workspace, it is the environment I 
reckon. There are years when we have heaps of kids, and years but we don’t have 
heaps of kids. It is a lot more relaxed environment, and heaps better than school. For 
me, it’s a lot more fun than school.  
My own learning plan would be something along the same lines, something like I 
have just mentioned. I still have a lot of mates in high school who are still having the 
same problems that I had. They are all trying to get out of high school and into the 
workforce. They are only like year eight or year nine because they can’t handle the 
school environment.  
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The things that I picked up when I was at my school, was that it was all about maths 
and English, and the standard subjects. It was never about socialising or how to get 
into the work force, none of that. It was only about doing your maths and doing this 
part this day, and the next part the next day, the same stuff, but at different times. It 
was never about, well, today we will learn about how we can get you into the 
workforce, or how to cope in a work environment or any of that. It was always the 
standard stuff.  
I would have personally enjoyed doing project work, to move around a bit and 
negotiate my learning. A lot of my mates, the people that went to school at the same 
time as me would have jumped at the chance to do something like that rather than sit 
in the classroom. Then again, we are all different and I know kids who would just like 
to sit in the classroom, and do all the paperwork rather than go out and do stuff like I 
would. All my mates, and people I knew would have jumped at the chance to go and 
do something like that, go out and do a project for a week rather than the standard 
work.  
A lot of students hate uniforms, having to wear the same stuff every day. After a 
while, you get sick of it. With teachers, if they became more relaxed and don’t always 
say you are wrong, and if they said you are wrong, but this is the way you can do it, 
take this way and try it again. It was as though you are wrong, and a great big cross 
went against your name, no questions. You are wrong, and then you couldn’t really go 
back and fix it. All the students hated that as well, because if you got one thing wrong 
in the test you can’t go back and fix it. You can’t say no; it is better that way and then 
change it. So when I’m here at Workspace, if I have a test, I could sit there for 10 
minutes and think about it, and figure it out rather than have to get it done quickly. If 
you don’t get it done really quickly, the teachers in school will growl at you. Basically 
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they should become more laid-back and become more involved with students too. 
Rather than sitting down behind a desk, walk around a little bit, and ask people 
whether they need help or whether they are okay, or whether they are stuck on certain 
things or questions, stuff like that.  
At Workspace, we do a lot of hands-on things, so it’s a lot different to normal school, 
which is more to do with paperwork. We get to do Certificate One in wood, auto, art 
and airbrushing, stuff that can be taught to you. It’s what you would like to do pretty 
much if you want to build something out of metal, or steel, or wood. All you have to 
do is sketch it up to make sure that it is all right.  
Marcus notes how school, for him, was only about mathematics and English. It was 
never about how to get into the workforce. Marcus identifies himself as a hands-on 
learner and this raises questions regarding for whom is school for? He questions 
whether it is for academic learners aiming to achieve the Victorian Certificate of 
Education and a university pathway, or for students who want to work with their 
hands. It would appear from what Marcus has to say, the structure and organisation 
of school is manipulated around academic interests. 
Marcus is able to articulately describe the learning environment he currently engages 
in. It is familiar, supportive, and allows him to make decisions about his own learning 
and fix his own mistakes. This is something he values. 
Successful	  learning	  environments:	  Insurgent	  solutions-­‐	  
Charlie	  –	  (young	  assertive	  student,	  considered	  a	  troublemaker)	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I don’t know how I became involved in Humffray Engagement; I didn’t do any of it. I 
asked Mum because Peter was in it and I kept on asking Mum if I could do it and they 
kept on saying it would be OK. Mum was saying they were not the best kids to hang 
around with. Then it was like mum, I want to do it for Peter, and she just ended up 
giving in and letting me go. The only teacher who tried to help me in my last school 
was Mrs. S, but she didn’t have access to me; she was in a whole different learning 
pod. Humffray Engagement was awesome, you had to do one worksheet a day to try 
to ease you back into school. I didn’t get eased back into school, and they tried to ease 
me back into it, but it was too late in the year. They didn’t have enough time to ease 
me back into it, and I had to get dumped back into Carbone (a local secondary 
college). It was bad, and it was one of the dumbest things they could have done.  
Humffray Engagement was the main place that I liked, and I had friends there, 
teachers you could actually make jokes with, and you wouldn’t get into trouble. Yeah, 
I liked the people. You didn’t have to sit there and do five hours of work, and just sit 
down and act like little soldiers; you didn’t have to do that, you could go anywhere. If 
you wanted to work on a car, you could go work on a car, or if you wanted to work on 
a bike you could make a bike. I could make some decisions about my own learning. I 
liked it better, and it was hands on. It wasn’t really ten minutes on one thing, an hour 
on something else. When you made something you had to finish it. Sometimes we’d 
be just wandering about having nothing to do even though there were plenty of things 
to do. We just did it too many times. I miss having a say about what I can and can’t 
do.  
My ideal school would look flash, like real fancy. It would have good teachers who 
don’t just yell at you all the time and make you sit down for five hours at a time or 
whatever the school day is, and make you do work. If we did different work, work 
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that I liked, I wouldn’t mind doing it. It would have a normal timetable, but they’d be 
all classes that we liked. Schools could sit the kids down and ask them what they want 
to do. Ask them what they like about school and ask questions like you’re asking me 
now. Ask them what they think about school, what they want from school and what 
they want to be like.  
Only the young teachers understand kids and what they are like these days. That’s 
why I like Kate and Meagan because they are young that’s why I like them, because 
they’re young and not old and grey and grumpy. An older teacher would be OK if I 
can get along with them, I would respect them. If I couldn’t get along with them, I 
would just say just say piss off.  
Humffray Engagement felt better and freer. I could do more stuff, but this school is 
crap. You don’t get to do anything fun. During the day, at Humffray Engagement, if 
we wanted to go work on a car we could work on the car, and if we wanted to build 
we could go and build and we had to do one sheet of work per day, usually more. If 
you were not going to work, we had to go home. There was no point in being there. I 
used to go away in the middle of the day and then come back. The teachers were cool, 
well they weren’t cool, but they were a lot better. You could actually have a 
conversation with them. The majority of the teachers here just yell at you 24 seven, 
they just yell, they just scream and yell at you all the time. You could just do 
anything, anything you do you just get yelled at, even if I do the right thing I get 
yelled at. I would get better teachers and get rid of one teacher in particular, because 
he’s the grumpiest teacher in the school. He’s just strict about everything. 
For Charlie, the ways in which teachers relate to young people emerges as an 
important indicator that can determine whether students will succeed or not in school. 
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Charlie points to the significant relational gaps that exist between the school he 
currently attends, and the alternative program he previously attended. Charlie 
believes the gaps between success and failure widen when a relational culture is not 
embedded in how the school operates. Charlie has experienced learning in 
mainstream schools and in alternative programs, and he speaks with some authority 
about how student success can be achieved. Significantly, he indicates that when 
schools locate the student and how the student learns at the centre of their planning, 
they go some way to understanding how a respectful learning relationship may be 
implemented. Charlie is considered a student with long standing difficulties is his 
learning and the way he behaves in school. I found him to be engaging, intelligent 
and prepared to speak his mind. In a respectful environment he becomes someone 
who is valued for who he is not what he has done or how he needs to fit in. 
Part	  three:	  experiencing	  inclusion-­‐	  
George	  –	  (struggled	  at	  school,	  enjoyed	  alternative	  program)	  
I thought Southern Cross learning was good, it was different to school because you 
just didn’t sit down and do work, we did things like wood, mechanics, and hands on 
type things. I did not get really angry like I did here, because I wasn’t bored. If I could 
make things at school and do some more hands on things, it would be better for me. 
 
I did other things at Southern Cross learning that were good. I had to do some maths 
and English, but I didn’t have to sit down in a big classroom: being in a classroom is a 
problem for me. It was because I had to be in one single room the entire time, and I 
couldn’t have a break, and I felt trapped. 
George identifies attempts to catergorise students by seeking to have them under 
surveillance within the classroom. He seeks to have some say in his learning and 
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indicates that when his learning becomes personalized, and when he is allowed to 
work with his hands, he does not object. George reinforces that classrooms become 
sites for domination. George is challenging this type of education delivery, and he 
rejects more formalized attempts such as classroom-based instructional learning that 
seeks to enforce the dominant discourses and narratives that exist to control 
individual actions within schools. 
Susan	  –	  (well	  connected	  student,	  wants	  to	  study	  youth	  work)	  
There is probably too much emphasis placed on VCE. It should depend on what you 
want to be; most kids just want apprenticeships and leave school at year 10 or year 11. 
I think it is important that some work is geared towards apprenticeships. My friend, 
she hopes to get an apprenticeship in hairdressing, but our school offers nothing. They 
only offer classes that don’t matter. Most of our electives don’t match VCE. 
Personally, I like my forensic science class because it is fun. I pick classes that I 
enjoy. If I don’t like it, I won’t enjoy it, and I will whinge all the time to mum. I 
would like the teachers to give us say, give us an area of the school where we could 
make a garden or do hands-on work, or paint a mural or something. I do feel as 
though I could manage some of my own learning. If I could organise a large project 
that I was motivated about, it would be way better. I reckon it is easier to work in a 
small group than in a big class. People distract you and talk, and then the teacher 
holds up everything just because of one or two students. In a classroom, after learning 
for about an hour, sometimes you have to sit there for two hours. You get hungry and 
thirsty. Most teachers don’t let you have a drink or a snack in between classes. I 
always get hungry during classes, much more than at recess or lunch. You can’t learn 
on a hungry, thirsty or empty stomach.  
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When I go to my course at TAFE, that’s what a school could look like. You get to 
pick your classes and have breaks. It is a more relaxed environment. Everyone is there 
to learn, and it is clean. It is for groups, friendship groups. You have your westies and 
your nerds, yes, and I am friends with everyone. I can hang out with anyone. At 
TAFE, you work with people you have never worked with before. You all have the 
same interests, and you all want to learn, and you get to pick what you want to do. 
When you have a break, there are beautiful gardens, a canteen, pool table, gymnasium 
and a library and a restaurant, and you can go anywhere. When you get to year 9 or 10 
you get to choose your electives. Sometimes you think your electives are going to be 
different. Some kids don’t want to do them anymore, or some kids think they are crap. 
Some say I don’t want to do this anymore, but you have to stick with your electives if 
you think you want to do them. 
Susan implies schools manufacture learning tasks so students can demonstrate their 
capacity to adhere to timetables and rigid schedules. She suggests that learning for 
her is a series of tasks to be completed within a certain timeframe, and with little 
regard for the ways in which students interact, discuss and make their own meaning 
from the tasks that are completed. Learning is reduced to measuring a student’s 
capacity to produce a response to worksheets, and within a designated timeframe. It 
would appear from her comments that schools base student progress on how well a 
student can keep to a timeline without deviating. Susan acknowledges that she feels 
schools control the actions of students through herding them into classrooms and then 
deny them the capacity to move around or have a drink of water. Susan again conveys 
her desire to engage in managing her own learning program through completing a 
project she was motivated about. 
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Samantha	  –	  (private	  school	  student,	  now	  studying	  at	  university)	  
 
I reckon they seriously have to sit down and say to the kids, ‘look, what do you want 
at school’? ‘What is going to make this experience better for you’? I know that they 
put a big thing on bullying, but they don’t. They don’t do anything about it at all. 
They sit there, and they let the kids go. They see kids being upset and hurt by what 
other kids say, and they don’t do anything. I think there are so many issues about 
teachers treating students unfairly. They don’t like them, and they make kids feel like 
idiots. 
 
In the Workspace environment, they will come up and take people into an office who 
are arguing outside. They will say sit here, and tell me what is going on. I want both 
sides of your story and then try and get the kids to see what they are doing. See what 
sorts of things they are doing out there, and why it is not appropriate. They put it in a 
form they understand as a workforce, and not as a school. It is something you can’t 
tolerate in the workforce. It is giving them the knowledge that they are not little 
children to be patronized. They are coming into an adult world, so they have a better 
path to follow. I’ve seen heaps of kids that have come through here that are now a lot 
better because they are treated in this way. Their personality changes and they are a 
lot happier. They are set certain goals, and they’ll achieve them. If you could replicate 
Workspace in a school, I think it would be fantastic. I think it would change the way 
schools are. It would change the dropout rate, and help kids that are having a hard 
time at school. It would integrate them a lot easier because they are being listened to, 
and not patronised and attacked by teachers with complaints about what they are 
doing.  
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At Workspace you get to do something you are interested in. You are not forced to do 
something you are not keen on. I can go up to the music room and sing, and not have 
a teacher over my shoulder constantly saying what you are doing? This is wrong! At 
Workspace they let you work your way in, and then they will give you pointers or tips 
that might make that better, whatever you are doing. You do not feel as if you have to 
do things a certain way. You can learn. It is easier to learn because they give you very 
gentle and subtle hints as to how you can learn. They give you tips; they don’t say 
you are doing it wrong. 
Samantha documents a learning environment that did not attempt to silence her. It did 
the opposite. It encouraged her to talk, experiment and relate to others positively. 
Programs such as Workspace, that Samantha describes here, challenge the dominant 
power structures that define school organization, and how they manage learning 
along a continuum from privilege through to oppression, according to how students 
behave. Samantha conveys a different story. Her experience in Workspace was 
inclusive and respectful and negotiated. Her two opening comments sum up how she 
feels a learning environment should be, ‘look, what do you want at school’? ‘What is 
going to make this experience better for you’? 
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CHAPTER	  EIGHT	  –	  RE-­IMAGINING	  SCHOOL:	  HOW	  VOICE	  SHOULD	  
INFORM	  POLICY 
Part	  one	  
How	  students	  are	  placed	  at	  a	  disadvantage	  
 
The themes that have been foregrounded for me through my co-researchers outline an 
education system that is archaically organized and structured on meaningless 
outcomes that stifle individual identity. Outcomes such as these are produced in 
prison-like surroundings and rely on an instructional style of teaching that enforces 
monological ways of being. My observations are based on the analysis I have 
undertaken through a bricoleur’s lens. Through my analysis, it is evident that schools 
are organised to normalize the ways in which students are expected to act and behave. 
These controlling actions are designed to ensure that compliance and order are 
maintained throughout the education system. In creating these conditions, student 
lives, and how students are expected to think, can be controlled through manipulation. 
It is now time to speak back, but not to complain. I am positioning educational change 
through a critical ethnographic-advocacy methodology. I want to articulate a preferred 
vision of what school-based learning can look like. Throughout my thesis, the motif 
that I have attempted to shape and formulate is around how learning must become 
relationally and ethically negotiated, and that this compact must occur through the 
school and the individual interacting positively. To achieve this re-positioning in 
education, a significant shift in emphasis must occur in the ways that learning in 
schools is structured, and this is what I will be developing in this chapter. My 
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recommendations will foreground how education needs to be re-structured so that the 
current performativity-driven model of instructional outcomes is completely 
abandoned. This is a derelict educational model that relies on the surveillance and 
categorization of students to ensure their ‘sameness’. It is for this reason that schools 
need to move to a model of learning that recognises that there are multiple ways of 
being, and that none is better than the other, they are simply different. The issue that I 
am challenging here is the way that performativity-based instruction relies on identity 
theft to ensure that all students think in similar ways. It steals from students their 
capacity to develop and determine their own destiny through free will. It treats 
students with contempt. This is a conservative educational agenda that wants to ‘pass 
down’ versions of knowledge that they have helped to sculpt, and then shape into 
versions of truth. These are the discourses that tell the stories of dominant knowledge 
that the conservatives wish to maintain. It has nothing to do with learning; it has 
everything to do with social and economic control over young lives.  
The story that I hope to tell will speak with some compassion about learning 
transactions that individualise and personalize learning; these are transactions that 
start from the aspirations of the individual, and not what is considered best for them, 
or for a conservative mindset. I have identified the work of Foucault throughout my 
thesis for two important reasons. These are, first, the ways in which Foucault opens 
up how discourses around power provide opportunities for surveillance and 
normalization of individuals within organizations. Secondly, Foucault’s ethical 
project suggests ways in which individuals can develop a stylistics of existence that 
emanates from who they wish to become, as evolved and fully developed, 
independent human beings.  
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The ongoing theme circulating through my research is one of identity. In chapter two, 
the Australian Curriculum was pursued as a principle cause of identity theft. In this 
chapter, the Australian Curriculum was described as creating curriculum with a 
hidden purpose, whereby divisions between students are created, and shoring up a 
view of national identity that is entirely supportive of a neo-liberal economic agenda. 
At the commencement of chapter three I provided some context around which I 
framed my opposition to these examples of identity theft through making curriculum 
standardised. I sought to make connections between how governments ‘set’ national 
curriculums, and how these arose as a result of continued economic stealth, whereby 
ever more sophisticated surveillance measures are required to ensure a compliant 
curriculum and therefore a compliant workforce.  
In making this link between how identity is stolen and re-shaped through an 
economically driven agenda, I am suggesting two reasons for linking standards and 
performativity to the recommendations I make. Firstly, there is no separation at all 
between the independence required by schools to ethically guide students through a 
critical pedagogical model that seeks to establish identity, with the state as the 
funding entity. Secondly, that state-based interference in dominated by a learning 
model that seeks to commodify curriculum and thus standardize identity.  
Where this leads to, is the need for a separation — an independence that divides 
learning as a critically active participatory experience, from learning that is designed 
for a common economic purpose. It is within this framework of state and school 
separation that the following recommendations are made.  
This shift in learning that I am hoping to explore, that moves learning from 
performativity-based outcomes, to more personalized styles of learning discusses 
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student inclusion through relational and ethical learning engagement, largely through 
the work of Smyth and Foucault. To do this, I have to draw the themes together that 
have emerged in the responses of my co-researchers. The three themes concern how 
power is distributed within schools, and how discourses around power act to disable 
an individual’s will to ‘be’.  
The first theme is consistent with what Foucault describes as normalizing discourses, 
or discourses that shape the actions of individuals in controlling ways through 
categorization and surveillance. The second theme draws on how my co-researchers 
have nominated to develop their own identities and ways of being that are respectful 
of whom they wish to become as individuals. The third theme is consistent with what 
Foucault describes as the ‘arts of existence’, or, a ‘stylistics of existence’, or ‘the 
technology of the self’. This concerns how individuals can develop themselves 
ethically around what is important in their own lives. These themes have been become 
visible through the discursive formation that I developed that documented the 
emergence of these themes. My analysis of what happens in the schools in the trial 
site has foregrounded the failure of school-based policy to respond with care and 
sensitivity to what my co-researchers are saying about how schools do operate. My 
co-researchers are saying that their needs and expectations as learners are not being 
met in schools, and these contrast significantly with what the schools say they will do 
for students. This personal conclusion emerges from the discursive formation, where 
school policy and student voice intersect. This intersection opens up the rhetoric of 
what schools say they will do yet students continually appear to be let down badly. 
This becomes evident through schools becoming nothing more than ‘holding pens’, 
where students are processed along pathways that demand compliance. The point that 
I want to make is this; students who reject this view of schooling, and undergo the 
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demeaning experience of institutionalized exclusionary procedures are not inherently 
in need of any form of re-programming. They are quite simply the victims of a system 
that has failed to acknowledge their individuality. For this failure to comply with the 
rigidity of the system, schools do what they can to ruin their lives, yet they continue 
to place blame on these students when it is the school system, which has placed them 
at a disadvantage. 
So,	  what	  needs	  to	  be	  done?	  
 
In this final chapter, I want to advocate ethnographically and critically around three 
consistent educational issues that have emerged through conversations with my co-
researchers. The following educational ‘greenfield’ solutions correspond to the three 
damaging educational themes I identified in the previous section, and they directly 
arise from discourses around power and how it is distributed within schools. 
The greenfield solutions that have emerged to confront the dominance of the 
conservative distribution of power in schools are, first, what flexibility in learning can 
mean for students who have been placed at a disadvantage. Secondly, what forms of 
meaningful outcomes may become powerful and expressive ways that students can 
demonstrate their intelligence and competence. Thirdly, what forms of ‘cosmopolitan’ 
(Pinar, 2009), or identity forming, and critically active curriculum may be insinuated 
into schools that are respectful and mindful of the diversity of student lives, their 
culture and their identities. 
Theme	  one:	  Learning	  flexibly	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Insinuating flexibility into school-based learning is the nexus of significant 
transformation in learning. Flexible learning transactions means altering the ways in 
which schools currently structure and organize their teaching and learning. School-
based teaching and learning currently moves within rigid timetables and classroom-
based blocks of time. Learning remains organized around timetables that determine 
where students are to be located at any point in the school day. For me, this has 
nothing to do with learning, and everything to do with control and surveillance. 
Classroom based learning is dependent on the subject-based organization of 
information that acts to control what information is considered important and 
necessary, and how it is to be conveyed to students. 
Learning	  flexibly:	  The	  problem	  with	  the	  timetable	  and	  the	  classroom	  
 
Learning that is organized along structured and controlled grids, timetables, that 
control movement and information in schools, places excessive value in how learning 
within schools is structured, rather than engaging with young people in critically 
active and negotiated learning transactions. The classroom and the timetable provide 
the conditions for surveillance and categorization of students. When these conditions 
are set in place by schools, the differences that emerge in how students either comply, 
or refuse to comply, can be measured. Measuring student performance through the 
extent to which they comply, or refuse to comply, creates distances between students, 
where the measuring and labelling of student behaviour occurs. This categorises 
students, and how they can be described as beneficial to the school, or a threat to the 
school. Dividing students into discrete year levels provides further sophisticated 
surveillance and categorization, and gate-keeps how students are allowed to progress 
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into more advanced year levels if they comply and respond positively to the 
proscribed curriculum.  
Learning	  flexibly:	  Why	  should	  this	  occur?	  	  
 
The reason for insinuating more flexibly oriented structures in schools is that it 
directly counteracts conservatively structured discourses and outcomes, and these 
discourses dominate how power is dispersed within schools. Conservative power 
takes its instructions from an economic agenda that coerces powerful performativity 
measures to control the way young people are expected to think and act. Schools are 
expected to promote styles of education that require learning to be recognized only as 
a function of an economic system that demands well trained and complacent learners. 
These are learners who are instructed to re-tell the dominant story without any critical 
observations being made. This is an education system that is responding to, and 
operating as an extension of, the demands of the economy. As such, it is not 
education, but rather a conservative training ground. 
An area of concern discussed in chapter two, was the impact the Australian 
Curriculum will have on student identity formation. I cannot hide my contempt for a 
curriculum model that values outcomes over identity. The Australian Curriculum 
forces students to be subjected to a type of identity theft, where any form of 
alternative identity a student may wish to pursue is not recognized within schools as it 
fails to acknowledge what has been determined is of value by ACARA, the initiators 
of the Australian Curriculum. For these reasons flexibility in how schools are 
organisation is the moral right of all Australian students. 
Learning	  flexibly:	  Critically	  active	  pedagogy	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The real and emerging learning needs of students can be informed by two equally 
valid means. For this to occur, it is premised on students being allowed to seek out 
their own identity, and to engage in critically active pedagogy that enables learning 
that is relevant to their own lives and their identity. First, to achieve these 
simultaneous learning goals within Victorian Government schools, education 
department policy decisions need to be guided and informed by relational, active, 
critical, and ethical forms of pedagogy. These are styles of learning that pursue and 
are defined by rigorous and negotiated learning transactions that can be crafted and 
forged through intelligently constructed negotiations.  
Secondly, schools must engage in practitioner-led research that speaks back to the 
rigidity of student instruction through conservative and monological identity 
formation. When schools speak with their students about their learning, they are led to 
more sophisticated learning environments that originate with what students are saying 
they want. Schools and students are combined to become part of an educational 
insurgency that responds to their emerging and localised needs, and not what the 
conservatives are demanding. When schools create their own insurgent solutions they 
speak back in a forthright manner and they demonstrate the value of the innate 
humanity of schools as relational organizations. This is what counts.  
Theme	  two:	  Meaningful	  learning	  outcomes	  
 
In the trial site of Main Lead, schools are organized to deliver two senior certificates; 
the Victorian Certificate of Education, (VCE), and the Victorian Certificate of 
Applied Learning, (VCAL). The former is considered to be the pathway students use 
to gain entry into the university course of their choice. This is dependent on the 
relative value of their VCE score in relation to other students, and whether their score 
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corresponds to the score required for entry into their University course of choice. The 
VCAL certificate has an applied learning focus, and is organized around four core 
themes. These core themes are Literacy and Numeracy, Personal Development, Work 
Related Skills and Industry Specific Skills. For Victorian students, planning for entry 
into one of these learning streams really commences in year seven, their first year of 
secondary school. Schools determine subjects and courses of study for their students 
to select. Schools can then control the knowledge that populates these subjects, so that 
they correspond to the requirements and expectations of employers and Universities. 
The outcomes that students must inevitably and successfully manoeuvre through 
reflect this. Students are expected to adhere to learning choices that quite simply 
respond to the needs of industry and Universities. There is no time in school or class 
time to explore individual identity, or learn to relate to peers and adults in a range of 
environments, or to engage with their communities in other alternative and productive 
ways in this world of standardized and sanitized curriculum, there is no value placed 
on any relational and ethical ways of being. 
New ways of demonstrating success in school, ways that are respectful and mindful of 
whom young people wish to be, and become, need to be acknowledged. Schools are 
rewarding junior versions of what the conservatives say students should look like. 
These monological and compliant versions of what students are expected to look like 
represent the preferred vision of conservative achievement. Student validation occurs 
when students can grasp onto these concepts, and then regurgitate them in exam 
conditions. It fuses the meaning of success to conservative ideals that are represented 
by restrictive and narrow curriculum choices.  
What	  are	  meaningful	  learning	  outcomes?	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When schools enter into negotiations with students as equal partners, they can 
influence and help to construct transformative learning practices. Learning exchanges 
of this kind allow schools and students to interpret what is important in their lives. I 
want to be clear in my intent here, by describing what learning outcomes that respect 
students who have been placed at a disadvantage can look like.  
First, students cannot be measured against other students. Students need to negotiate 
with their teachers in respectful, deep and rigorous ways about how they can 
demonstrate their learning, and how they can contribute to their own development. An 
act of this kind insinuates criticality into student learning, and contributes to identity 
formation. Secondly, when students have designed their own learning outcomes, they 
require the flexibility to self-manage, and self-direct their own learning projects. 
Innovative forms of flexible organization, and how these processes are managed and 
made accountable, do need to be negotiated regularly with students. Schools will need 
to forgo their reliance on student surveillance within the classroom, and subject-based 
learning timetables that instigate the categorising of students as either compliant, or 
non-compliant. Schools will need to enter into learning contracts based on an 
understanding that the school, and its learning spaces need to become shared spaces, 
and not sites for surveillance and further categorisation. Learning contracts are 
defined here as the ways in which a shared understanding exists between schools, 
students and teachers to work collaboratively and relationally on learning tasks that 
reflects the interests of the student. Schools must invest in ensuring that student 
learning takes place within transactions that are based on trust and cooperation. This 
requires investing in styles of community-based learning so that students may embed 
themselves in their community-as-classroom, to study real community issues that 
become their curriculum. 
290	  	  
Negotiated learning transactions must be rigorous, dedicated and demanding contracts 
that guide the intellectual, social, and academic development of students and 
contribute positively to their future lives. Student learning negotiations need to 
respect the ways that students learn best, yet also challenge students so they can 
scaffold their knowledge in ways that build and develop their academic and social 
learning skills.  
Current outcomes upon school completion relate specifically to students in the senior 
years of their education. I have no problems with the academic nature of the VCE or 
with the vocational nature of the VCAL. What I am suggesting is that alternative and 
negotiated school completion outcomes do need the rigor that is evident in the VCE. 
Yet the VCE is packaged in restrictive ways that hinder what an alternative, creative, 
rigorous and demanding end of school learning program could look like, one that is 
respectful of more diverse ways of being. Similarly, the applied nature of VCAL is 
restrictive to student choice in that it is seen to merely respond to what schools are 
told are the various imbalances in occupational shortages that students are expected to 
fill. 
I am advocating for a negotiated alternative, fully certificated and recognised learning 
outcome that sits beside the VCE and VCAL, one that engages students and teachers 
in a yearlong program that is rewarding for both. Outcomes such as these will in turn 
frustrate and exhilarate students due to the complexity and the demands of the tasks. 
They must be outcomes that extend student learning academically, as well as in other 
innovative ways that can exceed even the rigor and the testing procedures that are 
demanded of students completing the VCE. They need to be outcomes that extend a 
student’s capacity to simply present information in monological ways that are bland 
and require set, formulaic responses that correspond to dominant conservative 
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discourses. Negotiated outcomes demand complexity and rigor in learning and need 
to be explored through issues that are important to students themselves. The strength 
of these types of transactions will become evident in the ways that newer and more 
sophisticated learning outcomes will insinuate a deeper understanding of what 
learning can mean for young people. Situating a negotiated school completion 
outcome alongside the VCE and VCAL, as a valid final assessment, means that 
students will have the opportunity of learning choices that are real and specific to 
their learning. These final year outcomes should not be considered in any cascading 
order of importance, where negotiated outcomes are considered a soft outcome, or as 
less valid. They should all be defined by their rigor, and the intensity required in how 
they are negotiated and achieved.  
I want to make it clear that when I advocate for valid, negotiated, relational and 
ethical styles of learning, I am also acknowledging that some students require the 
rigidity and structure that comes with more traditional, teacher directed forms of 
learning. I see no need to reconfigure these forms of learning for students who 
genuinely wish to engage with them. What must occur for students such as this, is that 
their learning program must be generated from what they also believe is important in 
their lives. Conversations with these students must also include negotiating what they 
wish to learn about, and the outcomes they wish to achieve, yet they still may wish to 
be tested in more traditional ways, and under formal classroom test conditions, and 
this is their right. I see this as a valid response to their learning needs; provided they 
do not become victims of entrapment, where a conservative led learning agenda 
supplants the real and genuine needs of these students as learners. I am suggesting 
that all forms and styles of learning must be considered as valid if they meet a 
student’s learning and identity requirements, provided they are sought by the student. 
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Theme	  three:	  How	  can	  a	  cosmopolitan	  curriculum	  be	  respectful	  of	  
the	  lives	  and	  aspirations	  of	  all	  students?	  
 
Pinar (2009) writes about forms of cosmopolitan education. I want to slightly re-
frame Pinar’s terminology and examine what a cosmopolitan curriculum may look 
like. He is clear, and correct when he defines curriculum as a ‘complicated 
conversation’ (Pinar, 2009, p.40). Pinar explores how education, ‘like artwork, 
curriculum development is the teacher’s opportunity to explore subjects informed by 
the academic knowledge and lived experience they and their students find 
compelling’ (2009, p.43). Williams (2007) describes curriculum as, ‘like artwork, 
then, curriculum is a form of self-expression that becomes, in its subjective meaning 
and social significance, ‘self-overcoming in its self-critical (inter) disciplinarity’ 
(p.37). Curriculum descriptors such as this are linked closely to Foucault’s (1988) 
Technologies of the self and the ways in which Foucault describes how individuals 
can constitute themselves as ethically developed individuals. Pinar (2009) leaves no 
doubt when he describes mainstream curriculum development as, ‘the ritualistic 
emphasis upon evaluation during the last 40 years has led to institutional neglect of 
the intellectual quality and character of the curriculum’ (p. 11). Pinar (2009) notes 
also that, ‘matching outcomes to objectives ensures that educational experience is 
replaced with institutional control by measurement’ (p.42). What he describes here is 
a style of educational delivery that is still mired in the conservative dogma that has 
institutionalized education. Learning has become a process of absorption, where 
compartmentalized, sanitized, and approved pieces of information are internalized by 
students, and then tested at various competency levels within schools.  
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Education must become respectful of the lives, aspirations and capabilities of those 
who have been placed at a disadvantage. For students and teachers this must become a 
subjective issue and one that utilizes the subjective experiences of both the teacher 
and the student. By opening up these ‘complicated conversations’ Pinar (2009, p. 40) 
means initiating teacher and student learning scenarios that are devoid of content that 
is proscribed and implemented as conservative curriculum for all students. When 
curriculum becomes a critically ‘owned’ transaction between teachers and students, 
the subjective nature of their negotiated interactions will elicit many ‘complicated 
conversations’. This is the educational ‘work’ completed by students and is a process 
that is ‘owned’ by those engaging in these ‘complicated conversations’.  
These negotiated conversations can involve students in academic, creative and artistic 
pursuits; where students may wish to discover how far they can explore and expose 
their creative intent. Students may also develop and demonstrate their competence in 
traditional subject areas, or indeed demonstrate their competence of traditional subject 
areas through creative and more esoteric means. What occurs in instances such as 
these is that learning becomes an act of engagement, a spontaneous act of inquisitive 
investigation that brings together the teacher and the student. These learning 
experiences cannot be measured, there can be no comparisons made between students, 
yet the learning that has taken place can be described and distributed as a valued and 
alternative-learning outcome. Learning conversations such as these make a visible 
shift in the ownership of education.  
In the next section I will explore how learning is constructed around how information 
is owned. 
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Whose	  knowledge	  is	  of	  most	  worth?	  
 
Styles of learning that are both active and critical, and value negotiation between the 
teacher and the student need to be advocated for. These forms of critical pedagogy 
rely instinctively on the transactional value of the relationship between students and 
teachers. For this to occur in schools, it is not a question of ‘what knowledge is of 
most worth’ (Pinar, 2009, p. 42), but more of, whose knowledge is of most worth? It 
is this question I want to explore now. I want to identify the fundamental shift in 
emphasis that must happen in state-based education. And this concerns how 
individuals are valued, and how their learning can become a deeply personalized 
subjective experience. This is a complete re-alignment of teaching and pedagogy 
away from proscribed and conservative curriculum, and insinuating in its place 
curriculum that asks questions that for individuals are deeply meaningful. This occurs 
through situating the learner and styles of contemporary pedagogy at the centre of the 
educational transaction.  Dewey, (1938) dismisses more regulatory styles of 
instruction as ways of processing information. They do not engage learners in any 
form of subjective and meaningful transactions regarding what is important in their 
lives. Dewey notes how individual experience, and personal growth need to become 
an individual’s own, personal curriculum. He notes how structured guidance can help 
to identify what is important for the individual, and how this may then validate a 
personal learning pathway. The role of the teacher is to structure a relationship that is 
based on relational guidance, a relationship that draws out the experiential nature of 
what is important in a young person’s life. This needs to be developed and challenged 
along a learning trajectory that is mindful of where students do come from, what they 
bring with them to school, and what they do actually aspire to be. Dewey argues that 
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if these factors are ignored, what remains is a curriculum that bears no resemblance to 
what is important in a young person’s life. 
Similarly, Foucault (1988) stipulated three testing procedures that elevate learning 
beyond the simple processing of controlled information. Foucault first identified that 
it is important for individuals to acknowledge the achievements they have attained. 
Secondly, it is important for the individual to review the tasks in which they are 
regularly engaged. Thirdly, individuals must be aware of what they are capable of 
achieving, and be aware of how other influences may attempt to distract them from 
what they believe is important that they develop in their lives.   
Whose knowledge is of most worth requires us to seek out what is important for each 
individual. Dewey (1938) noted that, the ‘powers and purposes of those taught made 
teaching and learning accidental…those to whom the provided conditions were 
suitable managed to learn. Others got on as best they could’ (p. 45). The ways in 
which teachers and students can engage critically is to, ‘practice their profession by 
ongoing intellectual self-cultivation’ (Pinar, 2009, p.43). It is important for schools to 
learn that teaching is a profession that should not be encumbered by any type of 
slavish adherence to allegiances that are programmed by information that is controlled 
and knowledge that props up a conservative mindset. By conservative mindset I mean 
how conservative ways of being may be described in part as the role that teachers are 
expected to assume, and the roles that students are expected to adopt, as a functionary 
of the economic system. This means the value that is allocated to standardised testing 
and assessment can be described as being of economic value, rather than of 
educational value. Schools, teachers and students need to regain control of their 
intellectual copyright-as-humans and assert themselves, and to start to ask each other 
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what is important in their lives that has otherwise been controlled by conservative 
discourses. 
Curriculum that is initiated from comfortable and negotiated spaces is where learning 
can take place. It needs to be a rigorous process so when teachers and students come 
together to commence learning of this kind, they will not be ticking boxes and 
marking off how they can measure student progress against artificial learning markers 
instigated by performativity zealots. They will instead embark on the real task of 
education; negotiating learning pathways defined by critical awareness, without gate-
keeping as the dominant locus.  
Policy	  and	  curriculum	  
 
I have previously discussed how Victorian educational policy is inevitably heading 
towards the restrictive and sanitized ‘sameness’ that will become inevitable with the 
Australian Curriculum. I want to turn my attention to examine what could be possible 
should curriculum organisation fall within the jurisdiction of schools themselves. For 
this to be a reality, it requires some radical policy surgery. The management of 
Victorian educational policy is said to occur at a local school level. This is false. 
Schools are controlled financially, educationally and intellectually by the state. 
Autonomy is a misnomer. Schools are organized around being supervised for their 
financial accountability, their school improvement effectiveness outcomes, and by 
pressure that is applied on them at central office level to implement standardised 
curriculum. These are centralized bureaucratic accountability processes. They shape 
and then measure school effectiveness against other schools, in part by measuring 
school academic performance against other schools. Accountability processes such as 
these, masquerade as examples of social justice, where students in areas considered to 
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be in lower socio-economic environments are pushed educationally to compete with, 
and aspire to emulate, their better performing peers in more affluent areas. Once 
again, this conservative agenda assumes we all wish to be alike, to behave like 
everyone else. What is ignored here, are the localized visions of what student identity 
looks like, how students wish to be, and what students wish to be. I re-insert here, the 
idea that students and teachers are the victims of identity theft. What is being 
promoted is policy that cascades down through Government departments to become 
localized and controlling versions of this policy, policy that acts to control our 
thoughts and actions to insist that we are all the same. School communities are fooled 
into accepting forms of controlled choice (Fielding, 2007), and how these choices 
then become available as controlled educational decisions that educators and students 
are allowed to make. These controlled choices give the impression of freedom of 
expression. Yet where students and teachers are allowed some limited and selected 
decision making, the reality of these choices is that they inevitably tell the 
Government’s story and are designed to allow students and teachers to assume they 
have some control over their destiny. 
Policy that is inclusive must originate from those it affects the most, and this falls to 
the students and teachers within publically funded schools. Empowerment at a local 
level does not mean allowing schools the freedom to implement state or national 
policies. Policy that allows schools to engage creatively and academically with their 
locality, their local learners, and their community is essential to open up meaningful 
learning transactions. They must emanate from the freedom to communicate about 
what is important at a local level, rather than interpret and decode what has previously 
been decided is of importance at a national or state level. Schools need to be bold 
here, and ‘occupy’ their schools, and insinuate ‘identities’ for their school. When 
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schools become a community of learners, and the community becomes a part of the 
school, they collectively become a localized political force that is able to speak back 
with some force to national and state-level policies that have removed their right to 
act independently. Schools ‘occupying’ their school spaces will be able to 
demonstrate their intellectual force, their compassion and their creativity in ways that 
speak back to the constricting discourses that are in the control of the conservatives. 
Pushing back the conservatives in this manner exposes how the measurement of 
student behaviour, the surveillance of students and the implementation of standards-
based performativity outcomes, is a mechanism of social and intellectual control. 
It is for these reasons that schools must separate themselves intellectually and 
academically from state government policy control. This requires schools to act 
responsibly, to work with their communities, their students and local Universities to 
provide some intellectual rigor to re-configure what education can become. By 
listening to students and communities, schools can re-claim the language around what 
it means to be literate and numerate in communities that are challenged by 
conservative, neo-liberal ideals. To become literate and numerate should mean 
something more than meeting artificial measurement targets such as the NAPLAN 
testing regime. Artificial measurement processes such as NAPLAN, quite simply 
name and shame communities that are not considered to measure up to the standards 
that are imposed on them. Schools compete with other schools using the same testing 
procedures, without any consideration being given to what is valued in these 
communities. Communities of schools that become independent need to explore what 
it means to be both literate and numerate in ways that are creative, inclusive, 
innovative and that embrace the diversity of school communities as an asset and not 
something that is controllable.  
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Part	  two	  
What	  can	  a	  school	  become?	  
 
In this section I will describe what I want to achieve through my research. For my co-
researchers, schools have become little more than holding pens. Students who have 
been placed at a disadvantage see little value in current curriculum initiatives, or in 
the ways that curriculum is overtly taught. They feel devalued, and any authority to 
explore their individual identities has been removed. Their experiences in life are 
treated as secondary experiences that are given little value, accord or recognition. 
They are bored.  
Some students value the opportunities that schools offer, however it is made clear to 
them that opportunity is not a universal platform that all students can access, it is 
restricted to those students who conform to the rules specified by the school, and who 
can read the hidden signifiers for success. 
Many views have emerged on what school actually is and what it is for. From the 
responses to the interviews I conducted, students are passionate about it in all its 
forms. Some students like to succeed in it, and some students like to reject it. Some 
students like to go there, some like to make trouble when they are there, and often 
these can be the same students. What schools should be doing is working in the 
interests of all those who attend them, yet it is the forced rigidity in how they operate 
that is the hallmark of school accountability. They have become alienating and 
neglectful environments. 
Earlier in this chapter I identified the three themes that have emerged from the voices 
of my co-researchers. I want to extend these themes and explore what school can look 
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like from four issues that I have identified as dominant markers that have emerged 
throughout my thesis. These perspectives have consistently emerged as important and 
I want to explore these in some depth. They are, first, how schools can become 
relational institutions; secondly, how schools can ethically develop teachers and 
students; thirdly, how curriculum can help shape identity; and, fourthly, the 
pedagogical practices that deliver curriculum.  
These four themes will be examined in some detail in the sections that follow. These 
are:  
1. Time and space in a re-configured organisational structure in an inclusive, 
relational and self-managed school. 
2. A reform locus. 
3. Three ways to reform. 
4. Avoiding deficit branding. 
Time	  and	  space	  in	  a	  re-­configured	  organizational	  structure	  in	  an	  
inclusive,	  relational	  and	  self-­managed	  school	  
 
The timetable and the classroom have become the procedural space where students 
receive information that is controlled through discourses around power. Discourses 
such as these are initiated through acts of surveillance and categorization, and they 
measure the distances in ability, and behaviour, that emerge between students. When 
these distances are measured, students are labelled as either compliant, or non-
compliant. Students considered non-compliant can then be Othered, they can be 
placed at a disadvantage by their life experiences, and by their social and cultural 
background. This enables students to be allocated to, and located along a continuum 
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that measures their worth, or validity, within the school. It becomes an axis of 
influence that can all at once identify their value to the school. This process of 
marginalization places students as either an accepted and inherently vital element of 
the school community, or as a threat to the conservative nature of the school, due to 
the perceived ‘differences’ that some students may display. It is my contention that 
the timetable and the classroom activate and legitimize this process of 
marginalization, and it acts as the structural catalyst that normalizes the exclusion of 
young people from school. 
I want to propose something different here. I want to examine a fairer, more equitable 
and ultimately more rational form of school organization that begins with social 
justice. I want to imagine an organizational structure in schools that has the interests, 
the needs, and the aspirations of each student as the locus that informs how schools 
are organized. To do this, the conforming, and mind-numbing constraints that 
surround the conventions regarding timetables and classrooms must be abolished. 
This is not a bad thing. I have consistently spoken of re-configuring the timetable and 
the classroom, not abandoning them. I seek to have creative and innovative re-
configurations that reflect what my co-researchers are saying should occur. Schools 
must reflect what their students and community say is in their interests. They cannot 
be subjected to artificial policy directions that largely reflect an homogenized or 
collective view of what it is to be an Australian. We are not all gathered under a 
conservative, economic dogma that responds only to one monological way of being. 
We are not all trading under the one economic system that supports education as a 
training ground for the corporate world. We are not heading towards a monological 
view that determines where we are located in the world due to our allegiances to 
western cultural values. We are not all the same, and our schools must be organized to 
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reflect these differences that inevitably emerge in our schools. Complicated lives, and 
identity seeking behaviour and actions, need to be considered as the normal and 
acceptable fabric of the work that schools ‘do’. Schools must embrace complexity 
with a passion for learning that acknowledges the subjectivity, and experiences of the 
young lives that are the hallmark of the diverse and vibrant communities that 
constitute and populate our schools. Schools need to be organized to reflect this. They 
need to allow students to be able to decide the conditions that they themselves believe 
will best support their learning.  
A	  reform	  locus	  
 
From my observations and from my interactions with my co-researchers, I have 
identified three alternative organizational structures that schools need to carefully 
consider as a new organizational locus. The reform locus that I will describe here 
embraces three areas that are required to shift and re-align how state-based education 
can be inclusive for all students. For education to become both relational and ethical, 
the current power structures that support it must be dismantled. This requires first, the 
dismantling of the centralized ‘hold’ over the ways in which schools are controlled 
through nationwide testing, accountability and standards-based instructional rituals. 
Secondly, at a local, or school level, the discourses around power that are 
conservative in structure, and activated through the timetable and the classroom must 
be re-configured. Thirdly, the control and the flow of information that is distributed to 
students, and subject-based knowledge that is selected and applied to students in 
schools through the curriculum, and that maintains a consistent and conservative 
message, must be dismantled. I have previously indicated that there are three 
transformational reforms that I have identified with my co-researchers. These are:  
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1. Increased flexibility in the ways in which students may access a learning program.  
2. When increased access to more flexible learning arrangements has occurred, 
students must be able to access forms of rigorous, demanding, innovative and creative 
ways that demonstrate their learning through accessing outcomes that reject the 
current reliance on performativity-based assessment.  
3. With increased flexibility in learning, and the capacity to demonstrate outcomes 
that are more responsive to the student’s actual ability, forms of ‘cosmopolitan 
curriculum’ or critically active pedagogy (Pinar, 2009) need to complement a 
student’s learning program.  
What of a cosmopolitan curriculum? Pinar (2009) succinctly identifies how 
curriculum such as this is defined by ‘complicated conversations’ (p. 4). It is where 
subjectivity can inform more experiential, and identity forming examples of 
negotiated curriculum. It is where curriculum responds to all that has happened in an 
individual’s past, and what may happen in the future. As Pinar (2009) puts it: 
By subjectivity, I mean the inner life, the lived sense of “self” however non-
unitary, dispersed and fragmented-that is associated with what has been given 
and what one has chosen, those circumstances of everyday life, those residues 
of trauma and of fantasy, from which one re-constructs a life (p. 3).       
It is the subjective self that can transform, and control what learning can mean for the 
individual so that it becomes an individual’s right to explore what is real for them. 
This is how individuals can ethically develop their own cosmopolitan curriculum, and 
this is where I claim my understanding of what curriculum can become.  
304	  	  
In the next section, I will suggest new ways in which to insinuate inclusive structures 
into how schools operate.  
The	  three	  ways	  to	  reform	  	  	  	  	  
 
The first area of reform I wish to discuss is related to current school structures and 
how these will not differ significantly for some students in a reform process. Schools 
currently operate with a rigid timetable structure in place and this form of learning 
does suit some students. The reform that I am advocating for here is in how students 
access this style of learning. To be included in regular and timetabled classes, students 
must be negotiated into this style of learning. It must be an informed decision and be 
in their interests as learners. It must be informed by the subjective and experiential 
nature of who students are as learners, and how they are involved in their school 
community as learners. Selection into a style of learning such as this does need to be 
based on how it can benefit the individual primarily, and not the school, or the way 
the school’s power base is structured, or the education system necessarily. It can 
become a style of learning that is highly personalized as it emanates from the real 
learning needs of the individual that has been negotiated through a process of 
knowing who the individual is, and what they require, and aspire to, as a learner to 
become an ethically evolved individual. 
The second area of reform that I am advocating for is based on recognizing 
differences in the learning styles of individual students. I am advocating that schools 
negotiate respectful learning transactions with their students, and broker students into 
programs that are blended to suit their needs as learners. These may be classroom 
based, yet students may also require a proportion of their learning program be self-
managed and self-directed, or it may be project-based and be managed in a 
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community setting. A style of learning such as this requires learning to be a blend of 
individual learning preferences that are negotiated. For this to occur, students may be 
negotiated into regular and scheduled classes. They may also be contracted through 
negotiation to undertake a learning program that draws on a personal interest, a local 
community issue, or an area of national or international concern. As a brokered 
learning arrangement, it needs to be balanced against the amount of time that is 
negotiated to be spent within a regulated classroom environment.  A project-based 
learning contract that operates in conjunction with a regular classroom schedule offers 
students the opportunity to engage in a professional learning environment that 
recognises their aspirations as learners. In a brokered learning environment such as 
this, students can negotiate the length of time they wish to spend on a project, and the 
subject content that study of this kind will involve, as well as the aims and objectives 
that it will pursue, and importantly, how it will be assessed, by what criteria it will be 
assessed and how it constitutes a part of their future learning or employment pathway.  
Styles of learning such as this devolve responsibility for student learning to the school 
at a localized, and community level. Learning becomes a transaction that involves the 
teacher and the student in a mutual and respectful learning negotiation. It personalizes 
learning as a creative and innovative act, rather than one of control and compliance. 
Learning in this way involves students in engaging in re-configuring the timetable and 
classroom by removing the tightly held constraints that some students currently 
endure. Timetables in this instance become flexible negotiated and personalized 
processes that are re-configured to foreground agency and criticality for the learner.  
In instances such as this, students and teachers arranging regular, scheduled meeting 
times define the timetable. In these critical pedagogical moments the teacher and the 
student plan projects that can take place, or for academic skill work to be undertaken. 
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It is this time when academic progress and any issues that are related to study are 
explored and where the levels of learning autonomy that the student wishes to engage 
in are discussed. It can also be the time when other like-minded students may be 
negotiated into a project to assist, or to participate in the project. It is the time when 
the teacher and the student meet to discuss technical issues involving learning such as 
grammar, style, presentation, delivery and assessment. It is the time when a teacher 
can begin to assess the student’s overall program, and connect the student with other 
elements of a rich, diverse and deep learning program. It may even be where the 
teacher foregrounds where any improvements in a student’s program can be made 
visible.  
A process that guides student learning such as this, allows students to self-manage 
and self-direct their learning with a co-facilitator that is sympathetic to their will to 
work on their own identity. For students, this means identifying a teacher who is able 
to negotiate with a student and understand subjectively and experientially, how the 
student can become ethically evolved as a learner. Styles of learning such as this act 
to divest school-based learning from learning conditions that embrace surveillance 
and normalization, where these requirements have little to do with learning, but have 
everything to do with compliance and categorization. Negotiated learning insinuates 
in its place a transaction that takes shape within a respectful learning community that 
values diversity and inclusiveness. This is a learning style that values education that 
can take place at any time within a range of locations within a learning community. 
This means that learning is not defined as an act that requires regulation to monitor 
the extent to which a prescribed curriculum has been followed. This means that 
learning becomes an act of transactional engagement and becomes a student 
responsibility. For the student and the teacher they can negotiate their own meeting 
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times, as well as the length, regularity and the locations for this learning transaction to 
take place. It is important that these transactions are fully and carefully negotiated, so 
that a clear learning pathway between the student and the teacher is based on clarity 
and shared purpose. When styles of learning such as this are considered to be a 
student’s regular learning schedule or timetable, it needs to be carefully documented 
so it may be assessed within the context of a negotiated outcome. What this means, is 
that a learning plan that is constructed and defined by the real needs of the student can 
contribute to their ethical development through a relational process. Assessment 
becomes a review of what has been planned and achieved by the student as a regular 
part of his or her learning program. Forms of assessment such as this can also be 
managed alongside the more formal types of assessment that can be provided by 
testing and other forms of descriptive assessment taking place when students have 
negotiated more formal classroom based learning experiences.  
When students have participated in programs such as this, both the student and the 
parent have a comprehensive record of achievement that derives from the teacher’s 
understanding of the student’s subjective and experiential learning requirements. 
Assessment that is constructed in this manner emanates from a deeper understanding 
of who the student is and why they are learning in this chosen manner. It is not a 
contrived and constructed way that allies the student with a conservative and neo-
liberal identity and then measures how far he or she has absorbed these 
unrepresentative discourses. 
I now wish to turn to the third area of reform that needs to be discussed. In some 
ways, this area of reform is controversial, but I believe it is probably the most 
necessary reform. I want to put forward a learning style where students remain 
intrinsically valued as a part of the school learning community, yet their learning 
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program may take place entirely, or partly, away from the school. Learning programs 
such as these are applicable to two types of students: students who wish to maintain 
complete control over their learning and self-manage and self-direct their own 
learning, and students who struggle with their own identity formation, and who wish 
to experiment, and ‘take-on’ a range of student, adult, worker or community 
identities. Both of these types of students, and the programs that may be developed 
for them, are defined by being managed and taking place almost exclusively away 
from the formal and known world of what we identify as school. This does not mean 
that students will be cast adrift as learners.  
Students who learn away from the physical structure of the school, where the gates, 
fences and walls have been symbolically removed, and where the semblance of 
control and surveillance have also been removed, has many important signifiers. It 
recognizes that students may have a range of identities with which they wish to 
explore and experiment. Some of these explorations of identity can signify that they 
will be disruptive in the classroom, yet they do not necessarily signify any inherent 
‘badness’ or wilfulness in the individual. In a monological classroom environment, 
identities that do not conform are normalized, or they are excluded. 
Validating a student’s right to experiment with different types of identity formation 
signifies something important in learning; it acknowledges that monological, and 
classroom-based styles of learning are not necessarily the way that some students 
learn. Schools need to help shape how identity exploration may be explored both in 
school and beyond the school gate. For some students this may mean a more hands-
on, or applied learning program. It may be in a community setting, or working in a 
volunteer capacity in a range of situations. It may be as work experience, or it may be 
in a more flexibly organised program that does address some specific learning needs. 
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What identity formation and identity exploring programs of this nature provide is 
significant. These programs align their structure and intent with students and their 
learning. They are removed from the non-authentic testing and standards-based 
regimes of learning that are obsessed with benchmarking student performance and 
how students can be measured. It has nothing at all to do with the reality of young 
lives that are grappling to make sense of their identity in a complex and changing 
world. 
Students with more complex learning needs must be acknowledged as learners with 
requirements that require negotiation of a different kind. This cohort may include 
students who see themselves as more academically oriented, yet who wish to shun the 
regularity and normality of the classroom. Students such as these may have more 
esoteric and creative learning needs that cannot be recognized within a classroom 
environment, or within the specific subject areas that are prevalent within a 
conservative learning framework. Students with learning needs such as these must be 
nurtured so they may pursue their learning identity in ways that can reach beyond the 
classroom and the school. They must be able to self-manage their learning, and call 
upon subject specific learning specialists who may be able to guide and support their 
learning when this is required. 
Learning that is deeply personalised in this way, rejects organizational models that 
place the school, and its structure, in a valued position. Locating the needs of the 
student as having more value than the requirements of the organization, locates 
critically active pedagogy as a learning style that positions the transaction between a 
teacher and a student as an educational engagement that re-defines what school 
learning can become. Students who wish to experiment with a range of identity 
forming learning experiences such as this, or students who require a self-managed 
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learning program of their own design, do require a level of autonomy and 
encouragement. Learning in this way can sustain deeper educational negotiations. It 
also requires trust and the ability to be bold. It seeks to define learning where, as Pinar 
(2004) notes, ‘Curriculum is a verb’ (p.19). The act of learning becomes a 
transactional bond through the interaction between the teacher and the student. It is 
not a transaction where information is trickled down to be absorbed. It emanates from 
the ideas and aspirations of who students wish to become. Managing programs such 
as these does not require classrooms but it does require spaces in which to interact 
professionally, and to respond to mutually agreed personal timetables where a 
learning program can be discussed, worried over, challenged and ultimately 
completed. 
To conclude this section, I want to look at the possibilities for organizational models 
for student learning that are inherently inclusive and are based on the three areas of 
reform I have discussed here. To do this, I want to advocate that schools, as learning 
communities, be designed to be structured around three styles of engagement with 
students. These need to be genuinely inclusive of all students and to be managed 
within current budget allocations, in a public education system. To achieve these 
goals, schools must develop: 
1. An organizational model that values students who require their learning 
program to be organized within regular and regulated classrooms, where 
subject-based curriculum is taught. 
2. An organizational model that values students who require their learning 
program to be organized between a carefully crafted blend of regular, and 
regulated classroom-based learning and negotiated, self-managed, self-
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directed, hands-on learning programs that may be managed within either 
school, or the community. 
3. An organizational model that values students who require their learning 
program to be organized off campus. Such a program requires of schools to 
develop the capacity and the will to organise a range of personalized learning 
pathways for their students. These must be respectful of their desire to 
experiment with varying identities and in various locations in their local 
community. 
Avoiding	  deficit	  branding	  
 
I am mindful that state-funded schools currently organize for their students to access 
programs that may operate away from school. My concern is that alternative programs 
such as these can often have a respite or deficit mentality that ‘brands’ participating 
students as functioning below acceptable standards. I have been advocating 
throughout my thesis for learning that does not attempt to shape or mould students 
into monological versions of the same compliant, and normalized beings: to be the 
same as everyone else. Learning programs that attempt to modify behaviour for the 
sake of student compliance and that bear no resemblance whatsoever to meeting the 
real and emerging needs of the student, fail to allow an individual’s learning or 
identity to develop. Where I stand on this issue is quite clear. The three organizational 
models that re-configure time and space in how students are organized in schools, and 
that I have described, do need to be insinuated into public education. These 
organizational models emanate directly from the voices of my co-researchers in this 
study. Learning that is organized in this manner loses its judgmental value. It 
responds to what students are saying they require for their learning and their 
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development. It refuses to typecast students into a preferred, conservative image, and 
it refuses to allocate students into categories that nominate them as deficits, who are 
not welcome to be considered as a valued member of a school community.  
I have been clear in my recommendations by offering three structural re-
configurations that challenge how schools define their use of time and space. What 
this re-configuration also requires, is for students to be able to move fluidly between, 
and within, these three re-configurations. Student flexibility to select an appropriate 
program is an important consideration. Organizational models that are flexible in their 
structure require schools to support student movement between these three styles. 
What these re-configurations foreground, is a mutually beneficial, and professional 
description of learning as a transactional act, for both students and teachers. This 
values the relational nature of education that occurs between teacher and student and 
works toward ethically developing an individual by designing schools around flow 
and movement, and both individual and group negotiation. This re-configuration of 
schools rewrites the script from which schools can operate. These shifts in learning 
must occur through re-imagining students as equals in all learning transactions, and 
not through simply initiating various ‘degrees’ of equality where some students can 
be Othered, or stigmatized, for their unwillingness to conform. For transformational 
shifts in learning to occur, and for engagement in learning to be considered equal, the 
following school-based conditions must apply: 
1. For students to be able to engage in learning, and for students to be active 
participants in constructing and designing their own learning outcomes, they 
require the capacity to participate on equal terms with school managers and 
teachers, and on equal terms in organizing and managing what is important to 
them as learners. 
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2. To provide sense, meaning and direction when students structure their own 
learning program, they need to be able to negotiate how they wish to 
demonstrate their successful completion of their negotiated learning tasks. 
Further to this, they must have the ability to participate in designing the 
structure of their end-of-year assessment schedule to determine the success or 
otherwise of their learning. 
3. For students to be flexible learners, and to be able to negotiate meaningful 
outcomes, they must be able to engage, with vigor, in critically active 
pedagogy that originates from, and explores their subjective and experiential 
‘being’. This must emerge through ‘complicated conversations’ (Pinar, 2009, 
p.40) with their teachers. 
I will conclude this section by reinforcing that courageous schools and courageous 
teachers must provide for an ‘ease of passage’ for students into, and between, the 
three levels of the organizational structure that I described earlier. This demands of 
schools the capacity to restructure how they function so that their curriculum and 
pedagogy corresponds to student learning requirements that are genuinely diverse. 
When students move between styles of learning, it should not be viewed as if students 
have made a mistake in their learning program, or as if a problem, or an issue has 
occurred. Schools must accept that program modifications are a genuine, logical and 
valued aspect of a learning journey. Schools must respond positively with their 
students and not react against modified and changing learning patterns. When 
students seek to adapt their learning program, it must be viewed as an act of 
creativity, and not as an act of frivolity or of irresponsible behaviour. It is working 
with students, and their ‘complicated conversations’ (Pinar, 2009, p.40) that derive 
from their subjective selves, that is the new work of teachers. It is a cosmopolitan 
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curriculum, and it is through respectful pedagogical attachment between students and 
teachers that the transactional nature of what it means to have a ‘complicated 
conversation’ will be energised. It is these relational conversations that are the work 
that defines a student’s ethical development. It is inherently relational as it is 
engaging, and it asks the difficult questions of students as well. It is tough, it is strong, 
and it is academic as well as community based. It is hands-on and it is deep and 
rewarding teaching and learning. 
In this section I have made some effort to define what I consider to be the new work 
of teachers, and a new organizational framework within which they may work. 
Reconfiguring school organisational structures, and teaching in this way, enables 
critically active teachers, and identity seeking students to speak back forcefully to 
nationally endorsed and centrally controlled compliance measures such as the 
Australian Curriculum. These acts of regulation choke innovation and creativity, as 
these styles of learning do not have conservative price tags hanging from them. 
Part	  three	  
A	  narrative	  from	  the	  future:	  a	  response	  from	  an	  excluded/included	  
student	  
 
My final writing task will be experimental. I want to explore what school inclusion 
would look like for a student placed at a disadvantage. I will do this by scaffolding 
my co-researchers thoughts about education and learning in Victorian Government 
schools and what it could become. I want to be creative in this endeavour. I will re-
cast their thoughts regarding school as if they found it to be an engaging and 
enlightening experience for them. My decision to end my thesis in this way was not 
planned it simply evolved. At some point I decided that some added validation was 
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needed to complete what my co-researchers had already started. I decided on a 
creative narrative that explored and extended what my co-researchers would say if 
school and learning were something exciting and engaging for them. I do not need to 
justify this. It is a form of reflexivity that respectfully scaffolds what my thesis is 
about. 
This final section is an experiment. From Smyth & McInerny (2013), I have carefully 
listened to how advocacy ethnography can crisply, tellingly and forcefully narrate the 
life experiences of the dispossessed. These are the lives allocated to them, and their 
stories of coming up against conservative power discourses. 
I want to extend the role of advocacy ethnography, and put forward a creative 
narrative. I want to explore how one of my co-researchers, Marcus, might respond to 
questions about school practice that is genuinely inclusive. To do this, I will put 
forward the following four reasons. These are: 
1. My thesis has been about listening to the school-based experiences of 
students, teachers and administrators and they have all had something to say 
about the ways in which students have been excluded from, or marginalized 
within, schools. 
2. From this listening exercise, I have attempted to respectfully draw together the 
common themes from the transcribed interviews that I conducted. I told my 
respondent’s stories through re-structuring their narratives into a thematic 
shape that I hope gave some depth and meaning to their thoughts. Finally, I 
contributed my understanding of what I believed was happening to them in 
their schools, and in their workplaces. I did this through constructing a 
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discursive formation, and analysed what was said through bricolage, where I 
wanted to add some depth and substance to their stories. 
3. From the narratives that I constructed, I put forward some suggestive 
possibilities for re-configuring what schools could become as inclusive 
organizations. 
4. I believe it would be remiss of me if I did not respond in a way that 
demonstrates that I understand them and I do this on their behalf, through 
Marcus and what he might say if the school he attended had responded to his 
suggestions for change. I will do this by responding in narrative form to some 
creative and imagined interview questions. 
Marcus, can you tell me what school is like for you now? 
You probably remember some of the things I said about school when I spoke to you 
before, but now it is different. I do feel more relaxed, and I like to go there. It doesn’t 
feel like an alien space and there is a lot more trust. I can talk to people. 
It’s not them and us anymore, or them and me! The atmosphere is different. There are 
kids who can study all the academic stuff and we are not forced to do the stuff we 
don’t want to study. That part is pretty good, no more stuffing us into classes we hate. 
If kids want the academic subjects, they can do them. I have my projects with some 
mates, and we are all getting on with it. 
We don’t need to fight back to be seen or heard anymore. For some reason we are 
now a part of the place, and we are accepted. All of a sudden there is no pressure on 
us to perform like monkeys in a zoo, well I suppose we still have some pressure, but it 
is to do with the way we want to work, not the way that others want us to work. 
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It’s become a place where we can think, talk and decide for ourselves. It’s made us a 
lot calmer, and we don’t react too badly anymore. If I get into trouble, it’s usually 
something stupid I have done and I regret it, but it is not held over my head anymore, 
it happened, and it is dealt with and we all get back to work. 
Can you tell me something about the way your learning is organised? 
 
A hard question to answer, but I’ll try and sum it up. When we were at school before, 
we had no choice where we learnt, or how we learnt, or what we learnt. We were 
always watched and we had to perform like circus animals to pass our subjects. If we 
were different in any way we were hounded, but probably the worst part was no one 
ever listened to us. 
It is really different now. At first it felt like a trap, if we said something different or 
acted differently, we thought it might be a trick to fool us into doing something stupid 
so they could get rid of us. Trust me, that has happened to me before. 
At school now, talking is the big thing. I’ve actually been asked to talk about myself 
and what is important to me; no, really, I have! I’ve been asked to talk about me, my 
life, my friends and where I live, and this has never happened to me before. I’ve had 
some lengthy conversations with teachers to work out what’s important in my life. I 
have been forced to think about some things that I had never dreamed about before. 
At the moment, I reckon I have about 60% of my learning under my own control. 
That 60% is where I use my hands in class, well it’s not really a class, but like our 
own learning group. I do like to move around a lot, and now I can! 
I think I said it once in one of those earlier interviews we had, how I learn is just as 
important as where and what I learn. So 60% of my learning is now hands-on, some 
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of it is in school, actually, in a lot of different places in the school, not just a 
classroom, and some of it is in a workplace. I can learn what it is like to be a paid 
worker, and what it is like to work under a boss. What do I do with the other 40% of 
my school time? Well, in those talks I had with my teacher, I finally did recognize 
that some sort of formal learning was probably going to help me as well, so I decided 
to do some maths and English classes. I have a classroom condition agreement and 
this means that we all, and this includes the teacher, just agree to not get in each 
other’s way, we just get on with it. 
In what ways do your teachers work with you now? 
In the past, they were the enemy! They followed us, and they told on us and they were 
spiteful to us. They gave us stuff to do that may have been important to them, or 
someone else, but to us it meant nothing, it had nothing to do with our lives. So, 
teachers in the past never worked with us, they always worked against us. They 
constantly picked on us, they judged me by the other kids in my family that they 
remembered and treated students like me as if we were prisoners. We were just 
numbers to them back then, numbers that they watched all the time. 
Now all that has changed. It is more like I imagine a University to be, or a workplace. 
Things seem to be organized around the students now, and what is important to us, 
and not simply because we are there. The thing that I noticed at first was how we 
were asked what we wanted! It doesn’t mean we can do what we like, I reckon about 
half the school still want to work in classes, and they can, but for kids like me, and for 
my mate Pickles, we can work in small groups on hands-on work and because we like 
what we do, we don’t really need to be watched over. We see our teachers when we 
need to learn a new skill, or if we want to negotiate a new project or to change our 
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program. Our time in school is usually broken down into programs that for me last for 
three weeks. I prefer it like that because I don’t get bored with my program at all. We 
plan a project, talk to the teacher, modify it a little and then we organize a daily work 
schedule for the three weeks, and we stick to it! To make sure we get to do what we 
want to do, we usually make something that the school needs, like outdoor seating or 
something like that. That way, we know we’ll be able to do it. Our teachers usually sit 
down with us and together we plan what we’ll be doing in blocks of time. Each 
project can be a week, two weeks, three weeks or a month, longer sometimes if we 
negotiate it. When we have the project planned, we get into our commitment. This 
means that we agree to do the work and the teacher agrees to help us and to meet us 
regularly to help us if we are stuck. The teacher also agrees to keep a record of what 
we do. They will also argue with us if they think we are not doing enough maths or 
English, or other subjects for that matter. They say that we need to keep our project 
work balanced. We make an agreement on the times that we will meet over the length 
of the project so we can all keep track of it, or to do some skill work. Most of the 
regular classes we go to operate like normal classrooms, but at least we now know 
there is some purpose for attending these classes because we have discussed why it is 
important with our teachers. It is not just hit and miss, where the school just fills gaps 
in classes. The planning we do makes me feel like the school thinks my future is 
important. 
Can you describe what your classrooms are like now? 
That is a good question. I would have to say that for at least half of the kids here, 
nothing has changed. As I said earlier, they still go to formal classes. When I talk to 
these kids, the only difference for them is that they have been asked about how they 
want to learn, and they have chosen to keep up classroom learning. For me and my 
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mate Pickles, it is a little different. We still go to some classes, but this time we know 
why we are in a classroom. We have a classroom conditions agreement, which is like 
a checklist that everyone has, so everyone can get along with each other. The rest of 
our school time is either done in school or in the community. The good thing for us is 
that our timetable is really personal, and it works for our learning, and not against our 
learning. 
I suppose the best way to describe our classrooms, is to say that they are something 
that we have some control over now. They can be like a normal classroom, or Pickles 
and I could work together on a small project, or we could negotiate with some other 
mates to work on something bigger in the local community. Our teachers let us know 
if we aren’t getting enough maths or science or whatever, but we can talk with them 
about how to get more of these subjects. I suppose our classroom is how we want it to 
be, and we have some ownership over what it is and what it looks like. It can be static, 
or it can be fluid, if this makes sense? 
What is your school doing for you now that it was not doing before? 
I think my school is now letting me see I can have a future. School has become 
something that is important to me. It is about learning now, and developing as a 
person. It is not about fitting in to be someone the school wants me to be. It was never 
about who I wanted to be. 
In the past school told you that you were wrong, not what you could become. School 
dictated one way of learning only. If you were not interested in doing your VCE or 
going to University, you were always looked down on. It seems that now if you want 
to go to University that’s ok and if you want to be artistic or hands-on, that’s really ok 
too. In school now, our learning is treated individually. Even when I am working in 
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the community, or doing volunteer work, or working at another school, doing a 
subject I like that I can’t do at my school, or on a work placement, I still feel like I am 
a part of my school. I don’t feel I am being pushed away or pushed out when I do 
something different. In fact, the different stuff we do isn’t different any more, all 
types of learning are considered normal now. 
I think my school is putting me in a good place for my future now. I can experiment a 
little about who I want to be, sometimes it is more like acting in a theatre, everyone 
wants to try things out and be a little different. At least they are not trying to make us 
all the same like they were doing before. 
How is your work assessed now? 
Wow, there is a big change here! I remember when I was in the old classroom we had 
to re-write what was in our books constantly, or copy down what the teacher wrote on 
the board. It was all just about remembering that crap they gave us. Our reports told 
us we were ok for our age, or that we were below average for our age for that subject. 
I have no idea who the genius was that could tell us whether we were average, below 
average or above average, what does it mean anyway? It was crap to us, it didn’t tell 
us anything and it didn’t help us. It’s different for me in school now. I can talk with 
my teachers about the best way to judge my work for my reports. It works like this. If 
I am doing a project there are a whole lot of little tasks that I have to complete. It is 
like I organize my own small timetable. I have all these built in tasks that I have to 
complete on time so what I do is keep my own checklist and hand in everything I 
have to on time. For my final project, the end of year project, this is something big. 
Usually when I negotiate what it will be, the teacher will want me to include a lot of 
different subject areas, so that’s ok but the good thing is I can usually decide what it 
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looks like. It doesn’t have to just be some written report where I re-write what the 
book has said. What happens is I have to respond to some agreed questions we have 
both come up with, and it can really take any form we agree on. It can be a small book 
if I want, it could be a large report, I reckon if we agreed, I could write an opera if I 
could guarantee that the work was my own and it answered the questions! 
All our work builds on what we have done previously. How good is that! It is not just 
doing it for the sake of doing it, thank God. When we hand it in, the teacher assesses 
it by what he knows about me as a learner, and what I need to do to improve my 
thinking and my skills. He keeps some sort of map of what I have completed and in 
this he knows where my strengths and weaknesses are, and I can then work on these. 
The change for me is I am not judged against other students, or a standard. I am 
assessed as a human, not a statistic in uniform. 
I hope that in year twelve I can negotiate my final year assessment. At the moment I 
can’t do this, so it is a problem for me. I would really value a certificate that would let 
me do a year’s program that I could make on my own. It would be a chance to let me 
try something really difficult, not something soft and easy. I do know that some 
students want to be tested, and that’s ok for them. For me, I want to make practical 
things and find out about things that are a bit different from the normal subjects that 
the school subject exams are usually about. I reckon I have a right to be able to learn 
like this if I want to. 
Can you tell me what you are studying now? 
One good thing now is that we don’t have to study all the same things. When we had 
to study the same things in the same ways, it only suited about half of the class, if 
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that. It was always write this down, copy this from the book, read this section. At least 
we now have some say in how we learn and we can negotiate what we learn. 
I used to hate learning from a book. We were always being told what to do, we were 
never asked. I like to use my hands I like to build things, sometimes on my own and 
sometimes with my friends. It’s great to design something and then build it. 
Sometimes we argue over the design, and sometimes we have to use the teacher like 
some type of umpire, but at least we know what it is like to work in a team. 
Lately I’ve also started to think a lot more about other issues, so as well as using my 
hands, I’ve started to think a lot more about other things. I’ve started to think about 
food and water. I don’t know why, but these topics have become important to me. I 
suppose I may have become interested when another student posted a work blog on 
our school’s collaborative work web blog. They asked if anyone was interested in 
working up a project that was related to food and water security. We’ve had three 
meetings with our project teacher, and ten of us students are working on a project that 
will examine this topic. It is something I never thought I would be able to say I would 
be involved in, but it is working out for me. 
At the moment I’m doing a volunteer project for half a day a week. I work with our 
local council community handyman service. We go out and make small house repairs 
in pensioners’ houses. I do one day a week at a local joinery, and to support this, I 
spend another day and a half in maths and English classes. I need these, and I don’t 
mind settling into a class for these two lessons, I know why they are important for me 
so I sit up and listen. I spend one day with my project team on our food and water 
project, and for my last day, I play sport in two teams in the morning, and I do an art 
course in the afternoon. There are kids going everywhere in our school. It probably 
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looks chaotic but it really isn’t. The way it works is really good. Some kids have 
normal classes, so they just go and sit in their class and then go to another class when 
that ends. Other students are either working in their project groups, or on individual 
projects, or they are doing their community work. Oh, and some are doing 
combinations of all of this. What it means is that teachers have more time to work 
with students as individuals. They can make individual appointments to work on their 
skill work, plan new projects or work on assessments, or they can just catch up. 
At our school I reckon we can study just about whatever we like, provided we can talk 
it through with our teachers. When we are given the opportunity to think about our 
work now, we think about it carefully because it is our future. 
Do you always complete your schoolwork at school? 
No I don’t, these days we don’t have to. Mostly we can manage our own time.  This 
means we can work at school, or at home, or in the library, or anywhere. At school we 
also need to form friendships and get along. So rather than have a recess and a lunch 
break when we are told to, we can organize our own break times. We know that with 
our personal timetables what our work schedule looks like. Because we have had a 
hand in it, we usually stick to our schedule. We are not handing in work that is 
important to anyone else; it has to be important to us. We are not expected to copy 
stuff down and hand it in. Our work means something to us and we want to get good 
feedback so we know how we can improve. It is building on the work we have just 
completed. It gives us a sense of achievement. Sometimes we form our own study 
groups as well. We treat our schoolwork like real work, so it is not as if we are just 
filling in time. We work according to the schedule we have made for ourselves. 
How are you treated at school now? 
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Years ago everyone used to fight. There were lots of tribes, including the teacher 
tribe. They were always getting us to conform and we couldn’t do anything that was 
different or unusual. I also really hated the sports kids, and the nerds, the ones that 
always did their work. Our classes were pretty unpleasant places. Usually a bored 
teacher telling kids who did not want to be there, to work on stuff that everyone hated. 
School was somewhere you went through the motions, it was a place that you had to 
survive through, and not enjoy. If you did survive, and you were considered a good 
student, the school tried to help you, if you stuffed around, they pressured you. They 
would call in your parents, give you detentions, or suspensions, and these were not 
really supportive things to do to kids who were struggling. When they really disliked 
you, they would send you somewhere they would say was more suitable. It was really 
just a way of saying we want to get rid of you because you don’t fit in, go away, we 
don’t like you.  
Boy is it different now! We can say what we want to study, and this just relaxes 
everyone. Even when it is normal classes, kids are there because they choose to be 
there. No pressure to conform, only pressure to succeed. How good is that! 
Sometimes people bitch and snipe at each other. We have ways where everyone has 
an opportunity to hear each other out. When it’s a personal issue like that, it’s ok, at 
least we are not bitching and fighting because someone in the school says my tie is 
loose, my shoes are wrong, or my work is late. At least when we have problems they 
are about real things, and then we get over them.  
Do you feel like a student? 
I suppose now in our school even the teachers feel like students, we are all learning. 
At school even the teachers get excited about learning, so I suppose they are learning 
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new ways of doing things too. I feel like a learner more than a student. I know a 
student is a learner but I think being a student in the past really felt like being 
subordinate to everyone else. In a couple of years it may be different and the term 
student can be re-claimed. It sounds simplistic I know, but we are more like a 
community of learners. We have become a group of people who get along with other 
groups of people to create things for ourselves and for each other. At least I am 
starting to find out my own identity. 
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Appendix Four: Plain Language Information Statement: School Principals 
	  
UNIVERSITY	  OF	  BALLARAT	  
SCHOOL	  OF	  EDUCATION	  
	  
PLAIN	  LANGUAGE	  INFORMATION	  STATEMENT	  FOR	  SCHOOL	  PRINCIPALS	  
	  
PROJECT	  TITLE:	   Broadening	  the	  Definition	  of	  School.	  How	  may	  a	  re-­‐configuration	  of	  school	  be	  inclusive	  of	  students	  from	  backgrounds	  of	  disadvantage.	  
PRINCIPAL	  RESEARCHER:	   Professor	  John	  Smyth	  
OTHER/STUDENT	  RESEARCHERS:	   Associate	  Supervisor:	  Professor	  Lawrence	  Angus	  
Student	  researcher:	  Keith	  Peters	  
 
This research study aims to explore how schools and school administrations may 
initiate more inclusionary practices within schools. The purpose of this research 
project is to uncover student perceptions on disconnection, disengagement and 
exclusion from school environments.  
This will involve students discussing their understanding of school structures and 
organisation and how schools manage difficult student behaviours. This will involve 
students discussing their relationships with other students, teachers and 
administrators, how student codes of conduct affect their lives in school, what they 
think about available curriculum options, punishments for non-compliance and the 
processes in place to assist students not connected to school. 
The research project will also examine written documents that articulate the rules, 
ethos and curriculum of the selected schools in relation to how students interpret them 
and how the processes for enacting them are understood by students. 
This research project will be conducted within Highlands Network schools. I am 
inviting two local secondary colleges and two local alternative programs to 
participate. I am selecting the two secondary colleges as they are subject to diverse 
public opinion and perceptions. This view is formed as my role within the department 
involves working with parents and community members who at times express vastly 
differing opinions of schools and their operations, these two schools also have 
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different curriculum and program organisation at the middle years of schooling and 
have been defined by their diverse histories and development. The two Colleges are 
selected as they are able to provide a diverse range of student opinion. The selected 
student cohorts need to include students who are considered as high achieving in 
academic terms, another cohort considered to be connected to school and a further 
cohort considered to be disconnected from learning. Both selected Colleges will be 
able to provide a wide choice of students within the selected cohorts identified above. 
I have selected the middle years of schooling, as these are the years where higher 
levels student disengagement occur (Victorian Government School Absence Data, 
2007). I will be seeking permission to interview four students in year 8 and four 
students in year nine in all schools. In the local alternative programs I will be 
interviewing ten students in each program, from across all year levels as the programs 
are not defined by year levels. 
I would like to invite your school to participate in this research study. If you agree for 
your school to become a part of this study, I wish to conduct a series of four 
interviews with selected students over the course of twelve months. Participation in 
this study is voluntary and consent may be withdrawn at any time before results are 
aggregated. Students may also choose not to answer any questions. Students invited to 
participate will be required to be interviewed four times during the course of the 
school year for approximately forty-five minutes per session. Participants will be 
asked a series of initial questions and this will be expanded on during the following 
three separate interviews.  
The interview process will involve three distinct phases, a reconnaissance phase, or 
finding the voices of the participants to build mutual respect, to get the issues out and 
promote maximum interaction. An active phase of sharpening the focus involves 
developing in-depth conversations and targeted discussions about issues. The final 
reactive phase culminates in checking back, sounding out hunches and following up 
the gaps. Interview questions are attached.  
The interviews will be audio recorded and transcribed. All participants, locations, 
schools and any other persons mentioned during the course of the interviews will be 
referred to anonymously through the use pseudonyms. Confidentiality can only be 
maintained by the student researcher within the limits of the law and due to the small 
sample size full anonymity cannot be guaranteed.  Risk of identification is reduced as 
participants will not be able to identify other schools and participants. Audio 
recordings of all interviews will be housed in a lockable filing cabinet at the student 
researcher’s place of employment, the Department of Education and Early Childhood 
Development, with access limited to the researchers identified above. 
Student participants will have opportunity to preview preliminary data analysis and 
provide feedback and input. The final results are to be compiled into a thesis and a 
summary will be presented to participants. 
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I do not anticipate that any of the questions asked will cause distress or concerns, 
however if you have concerns in relation to student wellbeing, please feel free to 
contact the Student Services intake line for the Department of Education and Early 
Childhood Development on 5337 8434. 
If you are happy for your students to participate in this research program, can I 
arrange to meet with you or a nominated Assistant Principal to discuss the 
practicalities of selecting students and completing student consent forms. 
If you have any questions, or you would like further information regarding the project titled 
“Broadening	  the	  Definition	  of	  School.	  How	  may	  a	  re-­configuration	  of	  school	  be	  inclusive	  of	  students	  
from	   backgrounds	   of	   disadvantage”, please contact the Principal Researcher, Professor	   John	  Smyth of the School of Education PH: 53279731 or email j.smyth@ballarat.edu.au      	  
Should you (i.e. the participant) have any concerns about the ethical conduct of this research project, please contact the University of Ballarat 
Ethics Officer, Research & Graduates Studies Office, University of Ballarat, PO Box 663, Mt Helen  VIC  3353.   Telephone:  (03)  5327 9765, 
Email:  ub.ethics@ballarat.edu.au 
 
CRICOS	  Provider	  Number	  00103D	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Appendix Five: Plain language Information Statement – Parents of students 
involved in the study 
 
 
 
	  
UNIVERSITY	  OF	  BALLARAT	  
SCHOOL	  OF	  EDUCATION	  
	  
PLAIN	  LANGUAGE	  INFORMATION	  STATEMENT	  FOR	  PARENTS	  
	  
PROJECT	  TITLE:	   Broadening	  the	  Definition	  of	  School.	  How	  may	  a	  re-­‐configuration	  of	  school	  be	  inclusive	  of	  students	  from	  backgrounds	  of	  disadvantage.	  
PRINCIPAL	  RESEARCHER:	   Professor	  John	  Smyth	  
OTHER/STUDENT	  RESEARCHERS:	   Associate	  Supervisor:	  Professor	  Lawrence	  Angus	  Student	  researcher:	  Keith	  Peters	  
	  
This is a research study that aims to explore how schools may include student 
opinions and different student abilities in how schools are organised and run. The 
purpose of this research project is to also understand student ideas on why some 
students want to leave school and some of the issues that make them leave.  
This will involve students talking about their understanding of school and how they 
are organised and how schools manage difficult student behaviours. This will involve 
students talking about their relationships with other students, teachers and principals, 
how rules affect their lives in school, what they think about their school work, 
punishments for bad behaviour and what schools do to assist students who do not like 
school. 
The research project will also study written documents about the rules and school 
work of the chosen schools to see how students understand them and how the 
activities for making them work are understood by students. 
This research project will take place within Ballarat schools. I am asking two local 
secondary colleges and two local alternative programs to participate. I am choosing 
the two secondary colleges as they are known to have different public opinions about 
them, have different schoolwork and classroom organisation in years eight and nine 
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and are understood by their different histories and development. I have chosen years 
eight and nine, as these are the years where higher levels student disengagement occur 
(Victorian Government School Absence Data, 2007). I am asking permission to 
interview four students in year eight and four students in year nine in all schools. I am 
asking ten students in local Alternative programs. 
I would like to invite your child to participate in this research study. If you agree for 
your child to become a part of this study, I want to conduct four interviews over 
twelve months. Each interview will last approximately 45 minutes. The purpose of the 
interviews is to uncover an understanding of student perceptions on why students 
want to leave school and what conditions will allow them to re-connect with school 
and learning. The questions will involve students discussing their understanding of 
school structures and organisation and how schools manage difficult student 
behaviours. This will involve students discussing their relationships with other 
students, teachers and administrators, how student codes of conduct affect their lives 
in school, what they think about available curriculum options, punishments for non-
compliance and the processes in place to assist students not connected to school. A 
full list of the questions I will be asking is attached. The interviews are being held 
across the school year to gain a deeper understanding of the issues I am investigating 
and to gain the confidence of the students. As well, it will allow clarification of 
responses to take place to ensure accurate student representation is assured. Taking 
part in this study is voluntary and your child may withdraw at any time before results 
are made known. Your child may also choose not to answer any questions. The 
interviews will be audio recorded and transcribed. All students, locations, schools and 
any other persons mentioned during the course of the interviews will be referred to 
anonymously through the use of fictitious names. Confidentiality can only be kept by 
the student researcher within the limits of the law and due to the small sample size 
full anonymity cannot be guaranteed.  Risk of identification is reduced as students 
will not be able to identify other schools and students. Audio recordings of all 
interviews will be housed in a lockable filing cabinet at the student researcher’s place 
of employment, the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, 
with access limited to the researchers identified above. 
Students will be able to look at early interview results and talk to me about adding 
other comments. The final results are to be compiled into a book and a summary will 
be presented to participants and other people interested in education. 
I do not anticipate that any of the questions asked will cause distress or concerns, 
however if you have concerns in relation to student wellbeing, please feel free to 
contact your school for arrangements to be made for the student counsellor to talk 
with your child. 
If you are happy for your child to participate in this research program, can I arrange 
for you to complete the attached Consent Form and send it to the Principal Researcher 
in the stamped, self-addressed envelope provided. 
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If you have any questions, or you would like further information regarding the project titled 
“Broadening	  the	  Definition	  of	  School.	  How	  may	  a	  re-­configuration	  of	  school	  be	  inclusive	  of	  students	  
from	   backgrounds	   of	   disadvantage”, please contact the Principal Researcher, Professor	   John	  Smyth of the School of Education PH: 5327 9731 or email j.smyth@ballarat.edu.au      	  
Should you (i.e. the participant) have any concerns about the ethical conduct of this research project, please contact the University of Ballarat 
Ethics Officer, Research & Graduates Studies Office, University of Ballarat, PO Box 663, Mt Helen  VIC  3353.   Telephone:  (03)  5327 9765, 
Email:  ub.ethics@ballarat.edu.au 
 
CRICOS	  Provider	  Number	  00103D	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Appendix Six: Plain Language Information Statement – The students in the study 
 
	  
	  
PLAIN	  LANGUAGE	  INFORMATION	  STATEMENT	  FOR	  STUDENTS	  
	  
PROJECT	  TITLE:	   Broadening	  the	  Definition	  of	  School.	  How	  may	  a	  re-­‐configuration	  of	  school	  be	  inclusive	  of	  students	  from	  backgrounds	  of	  disadvantage.	  
PRINCIPAL	  RESEARCHER:	   Professor	  John	  Smyth	  
OTHER/STUDENT	  RESEARCHERS:	   Associate	  Supervisor:	  Professor	  Lawrence	  Angus	  Student	  researcher:	  Keith	  Peters	  
In this research project I would like to talk to you about how you feel about school 
and the ways in which you feel a part of the school. This means I want to talk to you 
about the things schools do to make students feel they belong in school, how you feel 
about the work you do and how schools deal with students who misbehave or do 
things that go against the school rules. 
I want to do this to see how schools may improve how they organise and deal with 
students who may not want to go to school 
The school principal of your school has agreed that a number of students at your 
school may talk with me. Through an invitation sent to you and your classmates in 
your English class on my behalf by your English teacher, and in talks with your 
English teacher, I am hoping to speak with you four times during the course of the 
school year for about 45 minutes each time. It may also happen that we talk in small 
groups of other students if you agree.  
The purpose of the interviews is to uncover an understanding of student perceptions 
on why some students want to leave school and what conditions will allow them to re-
connect with school and learning. The questions will involve you discussing your 
understanding of school structures and organisation and how schools manage difficult 
student behaviours. This will involve you discussing your relationships with other 
students, teachers and administrators, how student codes of conduct affect student 
lives in school, what students think about available curriculum options, punishments 
for non-compliance and the processes in place to assist students not connected to 
school.  
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A full list of the questions I will be asking is attached. The interviews are being held 
across the school year to gain a deeper understanding of the issues I am investigating 
and to gain your confidence of the interview process. As well, it will allow 
clarification of responses to take place to ensure I accurately represent what you say. 
You do not have to talk to me, it is up to your parents and you to decide if you want to 
participate. If you decide later on you do not want to talk or to withdraw from this 
research that is ok too. 
I will be using a tape recorder to record your comments while we talk and later on I 
will be writing down what you say. I will not use your real name, the real name of the 
school or where you live, I will also use made-up names. During our talks, if you tell 
me you may have been hurt or that you have hurt someone else or if the law has been 
broken, then I may have to tell your parents or the school. 
After our interviews, I will delete the tapes of our conversations. The written record 
of our talks will be kept in a locked cabinet so no one else can read it except for you 
and the people who are named at the top of this letter. Even though I will not use your 
real name, I cannot totally guarantee that you will not be identified by other students. 
You will be given a chance to read the contents of what I have found out from our 
talk and have a chance to tell me what you think about this and make some extra 
comments if you wish. When I have finished writing up the book on all the talks I 
have had, I will present a version of this to you and your parents. 
I do not think any of this will upset you, or scare you, however if you do feel sad or 
unhappy, you can talk to the Welfare Officer at the school. You can also at any time 
phone Kids Helpline or Lifeline to discuss openly any issues that may be 
upsetting or have upset you. The Kids Helpline phone number is: 1800 55 1800. 
The number for Lifeline is: 13 11 14 
If it is ok for you to talk with me, take this letter and the consent form home and ask 
your parents to sign it. They can then send it back to me in the envelope I have given 
you. 
If you have any questions, or you would like further information regarding the project titled 
“Broadening	  the	  Definition	  of	  School.	  How	  may	  a	  re-­configuration	  of	  school	  be	  inclusive	  of	  students	  
from	   backgrounds	   of	   disadvantage”, please contact the Principal Researcher, Professor	   John	  Smyth of the School of Education PH: 5327 9731 or email j.smyth@ballarat.edu.au      	  
Should you (i.e. the participant) have any concerns about the ethical conduct of this research project, please contact the University of Ballarat 
Ethics Officer, Research & Graduates Studies Office, University of Ballarat, PO Box 663, Mt Helen  VIC  3353.   Telephone:  (03)  5327 9765, 
Email:  ub.ethics@ballarat.edu.au 
 
CRICOS	  Provider	  Number	  00103D	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Appendix Seven: Informed Consent form – Students participating in the study 
 
	  
	  
UNIVERSITY	  OF	  BALLARAT	  
INFORMED	  CONSENT	  
PROJECT	  TITLE:	  
	  
Broadening	  the	  Definition	  of	  School.	  How	  may	  a	  re-­‐configuration	  of	  school	  be	  inclusive	  of	  students	  from	  backgrounds	  
of	  disadvantage.	  
RESEARCHERS:	   Principal	  Supervisor:	  Professor	  John	  Smyth,	  Associate	  Supervisor:	  Professor	  Lawrence	  Angus,	  Student	  Researcher:	  Keith	  Peters	  
	  
	  
Consent – Please complete the following information: 
 
I, . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . of . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   
. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
hereby consent to participate as a subject in the above research study.  
The research program in which I am being asked to participate has been explained 
fully to me, verbally and in writing, and any matters on which I have sought 
information have been answered to my satisfaction. 
I understand that: all information I provide (including audio taped interviews) will be treated with 
the strictest confidence and data will be stored separately from any listing that includes my name 
and address. 
! aggregated results will be used for research purposes and may be reported in 
scientific and academic journals 
! I am free to withdraw my consent at any time during the study in which event my 
participation in the research study will immediately cease and any information 
obtained from it will not be used. 
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! Confidentiality can only be kept by the student researcher within the limits of the 
law and due to the small sample size full anonymity cannot be guaranteed. 
! once information has been aggregated it is unable to be identified, and from this 
point it is not possible to withdraw consent to participate 
! I understand audio recordings of my responses to questions will be made and that 
transcripts of recordings will be kept in lockable filing cabinets. Audio recordings 
will be deleted once transcripts are completed. 
 
 
SIGNATURE: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  DATE: . . . . . . …….. . . .. . . .  
 
 
Consent of Parent/Guardian: 
I, ……………………………………., parent/guardian of ………………………... 
(minor's name)  
of ………………………………………………………………………………….….. 
(address) 
hereby consent to ………………………………………… (minor's name) 
participating in the  
above research study. 
 
 
SIGNATURE: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  DATE: . . . . . . …….. . . ..  
 
